The Insiders: Akrotiri
Chapter 1
My first life ended twenty-seven years before I was born, when Nazi bullets shredded Archie’s Spitfire, and flames swallowed the fabric of his silk parachute. A second group of lives ended when a stricken Heinkel bomber deroofed the East Sussex home of a woman pushing her second child into the world. Finding the pearly gates swarming with wartime dead, Archie, the woman, her children and her midwife, and a growing entourage of deceased waifs and strays, roamed the fields of England until they came across a child, crying and lost at a country fair. Tired of wandering, Archie figured out how to climb aboard the child’s mind and in doing so, informed his followers they could either join him or fuck the hell off. Most hopped aboard, the rest went to heaven.
Today, this child is a thirty-year-old, recent divorcée, who’s trying to convince her best friend, Debbie, that it’s time for her Wartime League of Insiders to bugger off. This child is me, and because this is a special occasion, I’m wearing a floral skirt and a blue blouse. 
“But where will you have them go?” Debbie asks, like she believes they’re real. Dressed in her usual summer outfit of shorts and a t-shirt, she knows they’re not, though she claims to have met several. Debbie even believes they’ve spoken to her, which might seem ludicrous to some, but I wouldn’t put anything past them. 
“They're welcome to go wherever they please,” I say, pushing open the beer garden gate of a seventeenth-century Oxford pub, where children play hopscotch, parents socialize around weathered picnic tables, and a couple of dogs sniff each other in ways humans never would. “But I’m thinking heaven would be a good start. I hear the lines are shorter now.”
Circling a multi-tiered water fountain in search of a vacant table, Debbie asks whether that includes Delvin, the teenage boy she’s met several times, and has grown to love. I’ve met him too, and though I’m afraid I’ll miss the kid’s mischief and humor, and the way he’s able to pull me out of the doldrums, I can’t allow exceptions.
“Yes, Delvin too,” I say, though verbalizing it feels like I’m agreeing to give up booze. “I know you’re partial to him, Debs, but as my mother would have said, in for a penny, in for a pound. Plus, Delvin’s high spirits might provide a portal for the others to return, and that would ruin everything.”
“But can I keep him for myself?” Debbie asks, dipping a hand into the middle tier of the water fountain. 
Not sure how to respond, I dip my fingers too, finding the water soft and warm. “Sure,” I say eventually, watching liquid snake down my wrist and darken the cotton fabric of my blouse. “If you can figure out how to siphon him from me and into you, but good luck, he can be a handful.”
We choose a rickety picnic table near a bed of wildflowers swarming with Painted Ladies and Peacock butterflies, where the air is rich with the sweet scent of summer. Sweeping away fallen petals and swinging her legs over a bench, Debbie plants her elbows on the wooden tabletop. 
“But have you asked them why they’re here?” she says, watching me negotiate my skirt while swinging my legs over the opposite bench. “Or better yet, why they chose you?”
“Of course I have, Debs, but it’s hard to ask insiders questions when they’re not all as out and obvious as Delvin.”
Resting her elbows on the wooden table, she says, “I hadn’t thought of that, but can’t he give you more information?”
The red-haired daughter of a Northumbrian farmer and an Irish pastry chef, Debbie’s freckled complexion is rich with color, and I’m convinced her hazel eyes never quit dancing. Leaving my insiders behind is one thing, but I can’t believe I’m about to leave her too. We’ve been friends since our years in music college, when we shared a flat above a tailor’s shop, and invited an opera singer to join us. God, that flat was a dump.
“Ask Delvin to share information?” I repeat, glad she sees the humor in this suggestion. “The kid with the ability to hide in plain sight, who’s so obvious but also so guarded? I’m assuming it takes skills to do that, so no way is he about to let that guard down.”
“Exactly, Maria, listen to what you just said. Like it or not, they’re coming with you.”
“You’re wrong,” I say, more to convince myself than her, “because early tomorrow morning I’m leaving for my new teaching job on Royal Air Force Akrotiri, on the very lovely Eastern Mediterranean Island of Cyprus, and they are not welcome.”
Looking for a way to change the subject, I ask where Penelope has got to, though I know exactly where the third member of our group is. She called a little under two hours ago to say rehearsals at London’s Royal Opera House had just finished and after soothing her vocal cords with a quick gargle of salt water, she would catch a fast train to Oxford. 
I also know Debbie sees right through my ruse. “Okay, I confess I’m sad to be leaving, and a little anxious, and all those other things a person feels when worried about their decisions, but I’m done talking about me. Please tell me what’s going on in your life.”
“Oh, you know me,” she says, raising her face toward the late afternoon sun, lips turned up in pleasure. “I’m busy playing pied piper to a flock of thirty chickens, ten pigs, several goats, and a clumsy but adorable man who works in a chicken shit factory.”
Laughing at the visual, I ask, “What do they do, exactly?”
“Who? Doug or the chickens?” Lowering her gaze to wink, Debbie says, “Presumably they shit a lot, but I can’t avoid talking about you, Maria. Not when you’re leaving. I’m worried, honestly, because I don’t see how boarding an aircraft will make your insiders stay behind.”
Watching a couple of painted ladies copulate, I wonder how the male butterflies feel about their feminine name. When one lands on the table, he folds his front legs and assures me that as male actors have played women’s roles since pre-Shakespearean times, and have continued to do so during pantomimes, the butterflies really don’t care.
“For your information,” I say, watching him flutter into the air and join his friends, “I’ve been seeing a male therapist who says I have an overactive imagination and believes my insiders aren’t real. Apparently, even if I were to spend hours researching the war, I’d find none of them ever existed.”
“Oh, and did you?” 
Thanking a young teenage girl for bringing a jug of water, Debbie fills three glasses then raises one to her lips.
“No, I did not, Debs, because after he told me to quit daydreaming, I started seeing a female hypnotherapist instead. She claims they are real, and after three sessions, felt sure she’d convinced them to become dormant. I didn’t like to tell her I opened my eyes to find my inner dead pilot blowing smoke in her face.”
Spitting out her water, Debbie apologizes for laughing. “Archie did that?”
“Yes, Archie did, and I don’t blame you for giggling, especially after Delvin materialized with a firework and threatened to shove it up the woman’s arse.”
Laughing with her, I’m relieved my friend knows I saw Delvin as a hallucination, not that my body morphed into a murderous teenage boy.
Using a napkin to wipe her chin, Debbie says, “But tell me again what it feels like when you know he’s around, or any of them.”
A hard question to answer, I’ve recently thought of a half-decent way to explain the experience. “Think about your most favorite food, Debs. The one thing that makes your brain light up and your mouth water, and you feel like you can smell and taste. Really let yourself feel how both your mind and body are activated, even though the food isn’t really here. Are you managing it?”
Smiling, she nods.
“Great, and now let yourself see a plate of said food on this table, and once it’s there, try to make it go away.” Watching her grin, I say, “You can’t make it disappear, can you?”
“No, I can’t. Okay, I can, but it keeps coming back.”
“Great, now times that by one hundred and we’re getting there. But going back to the hypnotherapist, after a couple more sessions she said my insiders have had enough of my antics, and they’ve decided to abandon their parasitic ways and are happy to remain in England.”
Letting out a musical giggle, Debbie asks, “And how much did you pay this woman?”
“Probably more than I should have, but as Delvin is refraining from pushing forward, I’m confident she might be right.”
Debbie shakes her head. “I’m confident he’s sulking, ready to push forward when the moment’s right, but hold that thought, because here comes the musician who found fame, the one and only Miss Penelope.”
I follow her gaze to where Mozart’s Queen of the Night saunters beguilingly between picnic tables. Diners lower their silverware to watch Penelope’s movements, possibly because they’re aware of her operatic fame, but more probably because they’re struggling to place which television show they might have seen her in.
Reaching our table, Penelope removes her oversized sunglasses to reveal a pair of perfectly made-up dark eyes, which likely survived several hours of stage lighting. “Hello, my most favorite ladies,” she says, blowing kisses over us. With a mane of dark hair sweeping down the back of her white collared shirt, Penelope makes me think of a long-haired version of Audrey Hepburn. 
“Maria, are you excited to be heading overseas,” she asks, “and thereby forever prevent our enjoyment of your dubious behaviors?”
“I am,” I say, standing to hug my second bestie. While Debbie smells of Tesco’s body wash, Penelope smells like she’s stepped out of a Parisian perfumery. I’d reek of the school’s hand soap had I not spent the last four weeks enjoying a summer break. “And as it happens, I’m heading to Royal Air Force Brize Norton straight after we dine.”
“Then we’d better order,” Debbie says, handing Penelope a dogeared menu, a dab of congealed ketchup stuck on one corner. “And to get you up to speed, Maria has been receiving hypnotherapy and is convinced her insiders will remain in England, doing whatever it is released insiders do.”
“What?” Penelope says, riding sidesaddle on Debbie’s bench. She’s unaccustomed to this kind of rustic dining, but as this is my farewell, and as she’s about to start spewing her attitude, she can like it or lump it. “Maria,” Penelope continues. “That’s one of the most absurd things I’ve ever heard.”
A waiter with a smooth, Mediterranean complexion and curly dark hair pulls up alongside our table and introduces himself as Guyo. Debbie places her order and when he turns his blue eyes toward me, I’m too irritated by Penelope’s attitude to think about food.
“I’ll have the same,” I say, forcing a smile of thanks. “And for your information, Penelope, spending good money on third party mediation is not absurd.”
Penelope glances up from her menu, her eyes piercing the air between us. “With a hypnotherapist, Maria? Seriously?” Then, directing her attention to Guyo, she orders something in fluent Italian. Smiling, he taps his pen to his lips and heads for the kitchen.
"Where does it say all that gobbledygook?” Debbie asks, while scanning the menu.
“It doesn’t.” Penelope swings her legs over the bench. “It’s Italian and I translated.”
“You profiled,” I tell her.
“No, Maria, I noticed his accent. He’s likely from the Bologna area of Italy, near where my mother’s family still lives.”
“Oh, that’s right,” Debbie says. “I’d forgotten about your exotic parentage.”
How could she forget? Penelope’s mother is a half-Italian doctor, and her father is a half-Portuguese lawyer, so it’s no wonder Penelope is smart and beautiful. Meanwhile, my deceased mother hailed from Bitchfield in Lincolnshire, and my estranged father grew up in what might later be called a commune. A creepy old Victorian mansion near Brighton seafront, it was my childhood home too, and it seemed like everyone was either my aunt or my uncle. Just thinking about the place makes my skin crawl, and I shiver despite the warmth. 
“Maria,” Penelope says, eyes penetrating mine so hard I could swear she’s digging for my soul. “Did you consider the benefits of consulting with a real professional, such as a psychiatrist?”
Debbie places her hand on my arm, warning me to let it go.
I don’t, of course. “No, and I’m not convinced I’d touch one with a bargepole. Many experts, including your beloved psychiatrists, don’t believe it’s possible to have insiders. And who are you to decide who’s a real professional, anyway? You’re a stink bug, Penelope, and right now, I wish I’d never told you, or anybody, about my insiders.”
Frowning, Penelope says, “You didn’t need to, my dear. We love and care for you deeply, but they’re obvious when a person gets to know you. Like now, calling me a stink bug. That’s very––”
“No, it’s not,” I say, before she can mention a name. “And if they’re so obvious, explain why Clarke didn’t notice.”
“Clarke?” Penelope shakes her head. “The man who wouldn’t have noticed had you turned into a six-legged mini cow, despite several years of marriage?”
“Okay, that’s enough,” Debbie says, accustomed to our sparring. “We’re here to celebrate Maria’s new life, not mud wrestle.”
I’m imagining pushing mud into Penelope’s ears, amongst other places, when movement disturbs my peripheral vision. Red movement, of a kind that causes my heart rate to increase and my vision to narrow. I take a breath and hold it, like oxygen is key to my sanity.
“Be honest, Maria,” Penelope says, pushing me like she always does. “Which of your insiders can you see?”
“None,” I say, telling myself this child isn’t an insider. 
Debbie squeezes my arm. “Ignore us, we’re just worried.”
“And rightly so,” Penelope says. “Look at her face, Debs.”
She’s not an insider, she can’t be. The child never speaks.
When she steps into my line of sight, my emotions turn upside down. 
Body surrounded by her usual gray aura, the little girl bleaches color from buildings and people, making me think of the child wearing the red coat in Schindler’s List. Exhaling, the air in my lungs seems to thin then implode, leaving a too-familiar ache, a want, a need. An emptiness.
“You’re lying,” Penelope says. “Who do you see?”
“The little girl, okay. I see the little girl.”
“The one in the red dress?” Debbie asks.  
Taking another step toward me, I see the child looks much like I used to, with curly blonde hair and lips shaped like mine. Her white-trimmed, old-fashioned red cotton dress is similar to one I wore during my Aunt’s wedding, aged three or four. But it’s the longing in her deep brown eyes I notice most.
“Okay,” Penelope says, the sharpness in her tone gone. “I didn’t mean for this to happen. Maria, can you refocus your eyes?”
The child takes another step closer and raises a hand to her mouth, dark eyes swollen with tears. For a moment, I want to touch her, but I can’t. I daren’t.   
“Do it, Debbie!” I hear, though Penelope’s voice sounds like an old transistor radio. “I really don’t care if she throws a hissy fit, Debs, just do it.”
“Okay, but this is on you.”
I hear a splash then a gagging sound, and suddenly I’m hovering above a swimming pool, where autumn leaves swirl around the surface. A white-skinned woman is in the pool with a little girl. Though the child’s tiny body is visibly shivering, the adult doesn’t seem to notice. Lie on your back and float, the woman says, her tone irritated and angry. Stiff with cold, the little girl’s body sinks like a rock, the blueness of her lips visible through the depths. The woman pulls the child to the surface, and says, for goodness’ sake, Maria, try harder or you’ll drown.
When another splash hits my face, it becomes apparent I’m not hovering above a pool, or failing to swim, but that my idiotic friends threw a glass of water into my face.

“That’s one way of doing it,” I say, relieved to see the little girl has gone, though her sadness and fear sticks around like a hangover. Dabbing my cheeks with a napkin, I take a large slug of Merlot from the glass Debbie hands me. The flavor is warm and fruity and feels like silk on my tongue.
“And who should I thank for the water and the wine?”
My friends point at each other.
Debbie lowers her finger. “Okay, Penelope ordered the wine before she joined us, but the water was a joint effort, though I’m the one who chucked it. It’s such a pretty evening, we thought you might enjoy a little soak.”
“Enjoy a little soak?” I repeat, before taking another large gulp.
Penelope’s face forms a grin. “Yes, just like Debbie might.”
Holding her water glass above Debbie’s head, Penelope dumps its contents with a splash. The water bleeds through Debbie’s hair, trickles down her face, and puddles in the crease of her smiling lips.
“That’s a first from you,” Debbie says, giggling at the shock registering on Penelope’s face. Always sensible, Penelope would usually reprimand this kind of behavior. “This is all-out war, Maria. Get her!”
Realizing there’s no opportunity like the present, I pick up my untouched glass of water and toss the contents over Penelope’s face.
Batting the air like I’m spraying her with a garden hose, Penelope has Debbie and me howling with laughter when Guyo arrives with a tray. 
“Your meals,” he says, looking precisely where a well-disciplined man wouldn’t, though I can’t say I blame him. Debbie’s blouse has shaped itself very snuggly against her ample breasts, and Penelope’s white shirt is revealing more than should be legal given she’s not wearing a bra. He’s wasting his time with them, however, as Debbie is happily married, and Penelope is gay.
“Sorry, Guyo,” Debbie says, using a napkin to dry her face. “We’re in unusually high spirits.”
Smiling like the cat who got the cream, Guyo places our meals on the table and wishes us bon Appetit.
“We ordered roast beef dinners?” I ask, like this ought to surprise Debbie too. Meanwhile, Penelope stabs into her usual salad, consisting of leafy greens, grated carrot, chopped tomatoes, and not much else. We eat in appreciative silence for a few minutes, until Debbie says, “So, will you learn to sail, being as Cyprus is an island, and therefore, surrounded by water?”
“She could learn to swim first,” Penelope says, knowing what Debbie’s getting at––my fear of water, hence why the earlier splash sent me to what I’m hoping was an imaginary swimming pool and not a memory. My friends have seen my fears firsthand and have conjured up all kinds of therapeutic ideas over the years, but this is the first time they’ve given me a public shower. 
“Actually, I will,” I say, thinking I most definitely won’t be learning to sail or swim. “But more importantly, in preparation for my new life on a Royal Air Force base, I’ve started taking flying lessons.”
“You’ve started taking what?” Penelope asks, dropping her fork into her bowl. “Flying? Maria, are you out of your mind?”
“I think we’ve established that’s a yes, Penelope, so what is there to lose?”
“Your life, for heaven's sake. Maria, you’re going to switch out with the likes of Delvin and then what, you’re going to let him fly?”
“That’s not my intent, no, because I have some control.” 
“Right,” Penelope says, projecting her memories about Delvin’s earlier stink bug comment and the little girl’s appearance into my head, without even having to say a word. 
Debbie holds up her palms, which is Debbie-language for, stop before I bang your damn skulls together. “Maria, as long as you are safe, I think learning to fly is wonderful. Will you continue when you get to Cyprus?”
Poking my tongue out at Penelope, I tell Debbie I will. “Providing there’s a flying club, which I believe there is. And of course I shall be safe, because flying scares me, and when I’m scared, I’m focused.”
“Is that normal?” Debbie asks.
“I’m scared when I sing,” Penelope says. “It gets the juices flowing.”
Debbie looks aghast. “Seriously, ladies? This is the first time you two have agreed since we all arrived, and you’re agreeing over something that worries me. Why does this happen?”
“Because you’re not always right,” Penelope and I say together. 
“Do you realize something?” Penelope says moments later. “We may be one of the strangest trios in the history of womankind. I sing like a bird but can't make a conjugal nest, Debbie's married to Mr. Chicken Shit with a nest full of animals, and now we have you—a woman who thinks she can leave half her brain power behind and still learn to fly. I can't imagine how life could become more ridiculous, can you?”
“Yes, actually,” I reply. “Because when I get to Cyprus, I'm going to earn my pilot's license.”
“Then we shall call you Miss Amelia,” Debbie jokes, forcing a smile. “Just like Amelia Earhart, the famous woman pilot.”
Penelope pushes her empty dish to the center of the table. “Are you referring to the poor brave woman who disappeared at sea? The one who was never found, because yup, that about says it all.”
“Except I won’t die,” I tell them confidently, because what they don’t know is I considered trying that once, but my urge to survive was too strong. And since then, it’s only gotten stronger.
 
The rest of the evening goes without a hitch, and after saying our goodbyes and sharing promises to stay in touch, a taxi takes me to Gateway House, an overnight lodge on Royal Air Force Brize Norton, where I fall into a drug-induced sleep. Waking the following morning, I take a quick shower and look at my reflection in a chipped mirror, seeing me, and only me, and I’m optimistic my plan is going to work. It had better, because the truth is, I am on the run. No way would I leave Debbie and Penelope, and my house in Royal Tunbridge Wells, and my teacher friends and my students, and the London fireworks when 1999 becomes the year 2000, if I wasn’t.
I board the first bus, surrounded by groups of soldiers, and military families, and others like me appearing lost. After a short drive, I follow the passengers into a terminal sporting hues of Royal Air Force blue. The hallways lack the usual shops, though there are rows of plastic seats. Sitting in one, I pick at my jeans, knowing I’ll regret wearing them the minute I land. But that’s four and a half hours after takeoff and I have shorts in my carryon, so I can change.
When my group is called, I wish I’d run to the toilet a final time, but it’s too late for regrets. Physically shaking, I find the jetway is a tunnel like any other, and the aircraft has regular seats, not the benches I’d worried about, or the netting, or the parachutes. It smells like an airliner too, with a mix of oil and fuel, and a hint of hot food. Flight attendants wear the military uniforms of junior personnel, and though I barely register the movement, a young woman checks my ticket.
“You’re twelve rows back, beside the window,” she says, pointing to her right.
This is it, Maria.
Please let me leave alone.
I take a few steps, though I’m stalled by a man pushing his bag into an overhead bin.
The line starts to move again.
Please let me leave alone.
Three steps from my row, I spot a woman languishing in my seat by the window. Perched right beside her is a young fellow who most definitely should not be there.
“Surprise! You’re not alone,” the teenager says, grinning from ear to ear.
Marvelous. Absolutely fucking marvelous.




Chapter 2
“Welcome aboard,” Debbie’s favorite insider, Delvin, says. “And to commemorate your half-witted attempt to escape, I’ve written a song.”
With dark hair and dark eyes, and a body dressed in equally dark clothing, the kid pulls a banjo from behind his back. “Now just so you know, my song-writing skills are shit, but appropriate all the same. Want to hear it?”
Not especially, I project, because I can’t talk aloud to him. That would be ridiculous. 
Looking around, I wonder how many others on this aircraft have to deal with this kind of nonsense.
“Probably not many,” Delvin says, proving he can read my thoughts. “But going back to the song, it goes like this…” 
Leaning into the aisle, his grubby fingers strum a tuneless introduction, then he sings, “Twinkle twinkle little twit, Maria is a stupid git. She’s trying to run away from us, and thinks we’ll take it with no fuss. But things will get much worse you’ll see, cos Archie’s gonna take over from me.” Pausing his singing, Delvin strums loudly, then adds a little musical coda. “And Archie’s the burned up scary man, so you’d better have a cunning plan.”
Bowing, the kid tucks the instrument behind his back. “Told you it was bad, but I’m not the musical one. The good news is, obviously your stupid idea about leaving us behind failed. The even better news is that I really liked Cyprus when we visited for our interview and I’m excited to be going back. So are a few others, especially your internal fisherman, because of the ocean, obviously, and the fish.”
What, I have an internal fisherman? 
Feeling pressure against my shoulder, I turn to find a middle-aged man tapping my arm. His buzzed haircut tells me he’s military, though his plump body suggests he doesn’t spend much time crawling beneath barbed wire—something my mother said soldiers do until the skin is literally torn off their backs. 
“The line’s moving,” he says, breath smelling sugary, like soda, or chewing gum, or diabetes. “Which seat is yours?”
“That one, there,” I say, pointing at the woman seated beside the window. Not emitting friendly vibes, her bony body and leathery skin make me think of a coiled snake, or a witch, or something equally unpleasant.
“Oh, that’s Brenda,” Mr. Buzzcut says with a sigh. “She’s my neighbor, bless her.” 
Leaning over the now-sitting Delvin, my knight in shining armor smiles. “Good morning, Brenda. Can you check your ticket because I believe you’re in this lady’s seat?”
Scowling, she shakes her head. “No, because you’re not the boss of me,” she says, like she’s a kid. Like she’s Delvin, actually, which puts a large smile on the kid’s face. “But you’re right, so I’ll move.”
“And sit on my seat?” Delvin asks, having turned the banjo into a pretend machine gun. “I don’t like the sound of that, at all. She looks like a mean old witch, and no, Maria, don’t give me that nasty look. You said so yourself. I heard it.”
Yes, and I’d wager those thoughts were yours, like yesterday when you stepped forward to call Penelope a stink bug, which she spotted, by the way.
“I know,” Delvin says, between making machine gun sounds. He’s shooting at Brenda’s butt, which is sticking up while she fishes around the footwell for her things. “I was sending out a message to let Debbie know I’m still around.” 
“Your window seat,” Brenda says, shuffling toward the aisle. “Obviously, you know I’m Brenda, but did you know that nosy old mongrel back there is Paul?” 
Pointing over her shoulder, she says, “He also happens to be my husband’s friend and work colleague, so we manage to be cordial, don’t we Paul?”
“Mostly,” he says, pushing a backpack into an overhead bin. “But be nice to your seat neighbor, Brenda. A memo went around announcing her as the new deputy headteacher of our primary school, meaning she’s the equivalent rank of squadron leader.” Smiling, he says, “Your photo was included, and welcome to Cyprus.”
“At last, we’re famous,” Delvin squeals, perched on the rear of a nearby seat and raising his arms in jubilation. “Friends, Romans, countrymen, lend me your ears, for we are even more famous than Penelope, who’s just a silly old singer.”
Snorting, Brenda says, “Don’t speak too soon, Paul, because we’re not there yet. Last time I flew RAF Shitty Airlines, the aircraft took three attempts to launch because something kept breaking. Can’t you get your damn squadron to fix our aircraft?” 
“Not my job,” Paul mutters, lowering himself into a seat on the opposite side of the aircraft, one row back. “Our job is to fly and maintain helicopters, but you know that already, and please try to keep your voice down. There are junior personnel on this aircraft, and as a very senior officer’s wife, you need to behave accordingly.”
Reaching into the floor space between us, Brenda plucks a magazine from a peach-colored canvas bag before kicking the bag beneath the seat in front of her. “Senior officer’s wife, my arse,” she mutters. “I’m more than just a wife, and while that idiot thinks he’s in charge of the entire base, he’s not. Though he does allow our pilots to fly practice missions over our rooftops at night, which is beyond obnoxious. But tell me, what’s your name?”
“Maria,” I say, choosing not to tell her my full name, Maria Davies, because that sounds too plain for somebody achieving fame from a memo. Certainly not like my famous operatic friend, Penelope Carvalho.
“And you’re all alone, huh?” Brenda asks, like she’s about to show a little compassion. “Divorced, if the white ring around your finger is anything to go by. Sadly, most men aren’t worth the air they breathe, but welcome to the Royal Air Force Trooper. Knowing the pig-shit nastiness of the accommodation blocks for our unmarried folk, I suggest you pray the aircraft wings drop off, preferably before we launch. Those blocks are infested with cockroaches, and there are scorpions up the wazoo. It pisses me off endlessly, but nobody listens.”
Not sure whether I like Brenda, I vow not to let her descriptions bother me. 
Leaning into my seat and sighing, I close my eyes and let my thoughts return to my interview week in Cyprus, to cliffs that are protected by evidence of neolithic man, where a salt-scented wind whips through my hair, and the rich blue Mediterranean stretches to faraway places like Israel, and Egypt, and––
“All those other political hotspots,” Delvin says, spoiling it. “Like Palestine and Iraq, and Kuwait and Saudi Arabia.”
“Yup,” Brenda continues, though I’m more focused on how a teenage boy can know this kind of stuff, or care. I suppose it’s because he’s a kid inside an adult’s mind, and this adult cares a lot. But that doesn’t seem right either, so I don’t know. I really don’t know. 
Brenda shifts, regaining my attention. “Those accommodation blocks are really old. In fact, they were brought over following the Gulf War, and I don’t mean the second war, but the first. Something needs to be done.”
Not liking what I’m hearing, I let myself imagine a little fishing boat bobbing on the waves, knowing it's catching my dinner for tonight. I’ll light a beach fire in a Cypriot cove, where I’ll grill the catch with my new friends. 
“Assuming we make any friends,” Delvin says, his tone quiet and wobbling with nerves.
We will, I know it, as I see their faces lit by flames. And I smell the herbs, and the butter, and hear the crackle as our dinner cooks. Tastebuds salivating, I swallow hard. 
It’s going to be okay, Maria, it’s going to be okay.
“They collapsed the buildings,” Brenda says, doggedly continuing her story, “then dumped them on ships and threw them back together on Akrotiri. But the officers don’t seem to complain, which is a miracle.”
A different voice announces we’re ready to taxi for a straight-out departure.
Back on the beach, I’m seeing two men and a woman sitting with me, and they’re smiling, and joking, and they’re laughing. But then something changes, and the trio look out over the water. It’s darker than it should be. 
Jumping to their feet, they kick out the fire and smother the fish, but not before it blinks and whispers, Maria, this is it.  
The trooper makes a turn, the engine noise increases, and the vibrations make the window shades rattle.
My friends turn as well, and suddenly, they’re running down the beach. I want to follow but my legs seem trapped by something heavy. This isn’t real, I remind myself, but that doesn’t prevent me seeing my feet laced into men’s leather boots. And nor does it stop me seeing an aircraft different to the trooper. This one is smaller, smells older and oilier, and feels more aggressive. A world war two fighter. A spitfire. 
“Anyway, lovely chat,” Brenda says, speaking from her normal world. “I’m going to read my magazine now.”
“What's it about?” I ask, refusing to let this happen, though I’m sweating, I’m scared. 
“Needlecraft, look.”
I do, but rather than see a magazine, I sweep my eyes across a cockpit panel, where tucked behind the flap switch is a photograph of my girl, my Olive. Young and beautiful, and smelling of flowers, she’s sitting on the Tenterden porch of her parents' hop farm, overlooking the River Rother. The evening sun is sinking behind her, and she’s sewing. Such a simple, graceful thing to watch. My heart yearns for her, for those sensual summer days before the Nazis invaded the air above our land. 
“Don’t say my song didn’t warn you,” Delvin says, though I can’t see him. 
I can’t see anything except my leather gloved hands, the cockpit, and the land beneath my aircraft, where elongated shadows spread over the Weald of Kent. Though I do hear voices, their warnings, their shouts. And the screams of terrified men. 
“Swing left,” a voice yells, and my vision expands. “Davy, you need to turn.” 
Flames and smoke appear on my nose. 
The punch of an explosion rattles the afternoon sky. 
“Jump, Davy, jump,” I find myself shouting, though I want to scream. 
Davy jumps, and a parachute opens. Its lines are twisted. Unable to watch his struggle, I look back at the photograph. I’ll marry Olive in the winter, in the rain. When she’ll snuggle up close. Assuming the war is over, of course. We can never let them win.
“Archie, focus,” I hear. 
Olive’s voice. 
“Fascinating subject, needlecraft,” Brenda says. “You can borrow it once I'm done.”
Sweating heavily, I’m struggling to breathe. I pull my mask from my face, then put it back. There’s more smoke ahead, another plane going down. I can't pick out the ensign. A fighter roars above me. Bullets punch through the air. A voice over the radio. 
“Archie, he’s behind you.” 
I have to swing left. No up. There's a German cross, a Messerschmitt. 
Pa-pa, ta-ka-ta-ka. My gun or his? 
I turn again. Ta-ka-ta, ta-ka-ta-ka. Metal flies through the air. Something explodes to my left. Pulling up my nose, I turn on my side. More gunfire, my bullets against his. They rip through his canopy. Blood splatters on the glass. I pull sideways and over, and watch his aircraft stall, left wing on fire. Dropping and spinning. No ejection, no parachute. 
I’ve killed somebody, Olive. I’ve taken a man’s life.
“You had to Archie.”
The smell of oil and fear makes me want to retch, but another fighter is on my tail. A German, he's angry. Pa-pa-pa, ta-ka-ta-ka. A bullet hits my fuselage. Oil splatters on my canopy. I can't see him. More bullets on my left, shredding through the wing. Metal splinters, something catches alight. Flames spread through the oil. I roll to quench them, but it doesn't work.
“Olive,” I scream, spinning and spinning.
“Get out,” I hear her shout. “Come to me, Archie, come home.”
Grabbing at the canopy, I swipe at flames, at the heat, and force the glass open. Fire burns my hands, my arms, my chest.
The engine sputters, it stalls.
“Jump,” she tells me. “Sweetheart, you have to jump.”
I try, but the flames. I can't see. I can't breathe. My spitfire spins and turns upside down. I'm falling, falling, but the flames won't give up. I'm scared, I'm so scared.
“You’re out,” Olive tells me. “Archie, pull your parachute.”
I do and, whoosh, the fabric inflates. I'm slowing, but I need to drift away from falling debris. Chunks of burning aircraft fall all around me, a wing fragment pierces my parachute.
Holding my breath, I tell myself this isn’t real. It still isn’t real, but I can’t make it stop. 
In fact, it gets worse, because the moment I die and the world goes black, I hear a splash, then another, and claws scraping against rock. 
“This again?” I whisper, because this place is awful. It’s cold, and it’s dank, and there are cave monsters more frightening than any Luftwaffe pilot. I have to escape, get out, get away, before the monsters maul me. 
“Run, Maria, run,” the cave voice says, “find the pinprick of light and use it.”
Pushing to my feet, I find the pinprick and grasp it, use it to guide me. It takes me between slick rock walls, and toward the entrance. The monsters are following, growling and scraping, nostrils snorting.
Lifting a hand to shield my eyes, I spot the cave's mouth, and beautiful dry sand. Lunging into fresh ocean air, I breathe it, and swallow it, and fall flat on my face.
“Get up, Maria, you have to keep running.”
I do, bringing half the beach with me. But I’m not going to run. No, because this is utter nonsense, and I’m laughing, hysterically laughing. I'm not a dead pilot, or even Maria, I'm the fucking sandman. 
“You’re an idiot,” a voice shouts.
Spinning to face where it came from, I find a familiar man hauling a coiled parachute over his shoulder. 
“I most certainly am not,” I shout back. “And why are you here, especially after you died all over again. Don’t you think this is getting a little old?”
Shifting the parachute to his other shoulder, he says, “I’m here to help you, Maria.”
He has to be joking. With the state of his body, Archie couldn’t help anyone. 
“Does it hurt?” I ask. 
Face blistered and peeling, and one eyelid swollen shut, his uniform is in shreds. And his scalp, oh, his scalp––I have to look away. 
Throwing the parachute to the ground, Archie groans. “Jesus, Maria, does it fucking look like it hurts?”
“Yes, actually, and if you really want to help, you could help yourself out by finding a decent doctor. There are people who spend years training to help others. It’s a thing, Archie.” 
“Like Penelope suggested for you?” he asks, proving he’s the snarky man I’m used to. Sitting on the parachute, he picks up a shell and tosses it, his movement disguising his fleshy smell with fumes of burning gasoline. “And in case you’ve failed to realize, no hospital can help because I crashed and now I’m dead.” 
As though to check he’s right, Archie lifts his hands and turns them over. 
“You think I like this any more than you?” he continues, peeling a scab from the base of his left thumb. 
Bile rising into my throat, I swallow hard. 
Flicking the scab onto the sand, Archie says, “You think I like hurting all the time, leaving behind trails of blood and flesh wherever I go?”
“Then don’t,” I tell him. “You’re not real, so stand up and go home.”
“Home?” he repeats, bellowing with laughter. “Where is my home, Maria? With Olive, who lived a full life and whose ashes are now buried beneath a cherry tree on the farm? Or in heaven, where I’ll scare all the kids? Neither is possible, because despite your resistance, we're here for a reason. I just hope it’s a good one because I’m sick of the merry-go-round of your life. It sucks, and frankly, you suck too.”
“Oh, please,” I say, raising my hands. “Don’t hold back, Archie. Say what you really feel. And while we’re chatting, I’d like to thank you for all the drama, especially using the plane crash and the cave with all the monsters. Using just one event to scare me senseless wouldn’t have been half as much fun.”
Growling like he’s a monster too, he says, “The insiders do whatever’s deemed necessary, even at a cost.”
“Oh really, Archie, because it made leaving my homeland feel so very special.”
Standing, the pilot takes a couple of steps before looking over his shoulder. “I’m going now but consider this your second warning. Your first was delivered earlier, albeit by a ridiculous banjo strumming teenager. A third will come soon. You need to wake up, Maria, because the stakes are too high.”
“What stakes?” I ask, following him toward the shore.
Snorting, he says, “And therein lies the problem.” 
“You forgot your parachute,” I yell, turning back to find it still in the sand. 
“Forget it, Maria. I'm tired of carrying your baggage around.”
“My baggage?” I shout after him. “How is your burned parachute my baggage?”
“One day you’ll figure that out.”

“Wakey, wakey,” Brenda says, pushing her face into mine. “We’re about to land and you need to come up from your reclining position.”
“Oh no, did I miss lunch?” I ask, adjusting the seat and checking my watch.
Brenda looks at me like I’ve lost my mind. “No, and while it wasn’t great, you ate chicken and pasta, and we talked about needlecraft.”
“That’s right,” I say, not remembering anything about the flight. Okay, that’s not true. I remember boarding and seeing some blueness somewhere along the way, but that poignant departure I’d planned on, with tears and exquisite memories? No, that didn’t happen. 
“Sorry,” I say, realizing I just told Brenda I paid no attention to our conversation. “I’m in a fog after falling asleep.”
“And that only gets worse as you get older,” Brenda informs me, and suddenly, it’s like we’re the best of friends. 
 
Forty minutes later, we’re down and I’m tugging my possessions into the bright hot sunshine of a parking lot surrounded by exotic flowers. 
“Good luck with the critters,” Brenda says, carrying nothing but her peach-colored bag. 
Behind her, a young fellow dressed in army fatigues tugs a couple of cases toward a dark green jeep. He opens the rear door and after Brenda boards, he closes it before loading her luggage in the back. Then he hops into the driver seat and they’re off.
Meanwhile, muggins here is left to haul two massive suitcases, a heavy carry-on, my computer bag, and purse, over asphalt so hot I'm shocked it isn't melting. Worse, I have no idea who’s picking me up. For all I know, I might be abandoned and left to die.
“Nah,” Delvin says, emerging from the recesses of my mind because he can’t keep his damn nose out of my business. 
“And you think Archie’s the snarky one?” he asks. “I think not, Maria, but the good news is I recognize a teacher. The one standing over there in the corner, with the curly dark hair and thin cotton dress.”
“Yoohoo, over here,” the woman calls from the furthermost point of the parking lot. Making no effort to step forward and help, she drinks from a bottle so cold I see water condensing on its sides, dripping down her arm, and sizzling as it lands on the asphalt.
“I may die,” I grumble, once I’m near enough for her to hear.
Rebecca relieves me of a bag. “Yeah, it’s August in the Med so get used to it.” 
“Well, isn’t she a ray of sunshine?” Delvin asks. 
“Our headteacher was meant to meet you but he's on holiday, or doing something equally as important, so you got me.” Opening the rear hatch of a silver Honda CRV, she says, “As you probably don't remember, my name is Rebecca, and you're in my block. Right next to my room, as it happens. You lucky old thing.”
After loading my possessions into the car, I climb inside and look around, hoping to find water, or a cold beer, or anything to welcome me. “Did you lose something?” Rebecca asks.
“Her sanity,” Delvin says, sitting on the rear seat. “But she lost that a long time ago, so don’t waste time worrying about it.”
Once Rebecca pulls onto the street, the flowers disappear, and we drive alongside vegetation far scrubbier than I remember from my interview week. It doesn’t take long before we arrive at the Officer’s Mess—a 1950’s stone, Raj-style building, surrounded by more pruned and irrigated plants.
Sweeping around the parking lot, Rebecca says, “this is where we eat, have a bar, and hold functions.”
“It's nice,” I tell her, wondering where we’ll park. “Much better than Brenda made out.”
Rebecca hits her brakes and looks into my eyes, perhaps for the first time. “Are you talking about Brenda Dearborn, the station commander’s wife? Tall, skinny, flowing hair? Bit of an attitude, but can be nice too?” 
“Yes, and a man named Paul told her to behave like a senior officer’s wife, so it was probably her.”
“Paul?” Rebecca says. “An older man with a buzzcut?” 
Seeing me nod, she hits the gas pedal and shoots onto the street. “Maria, that’s Paul Jones, and he’s the commander of the squadron here. Did you get the luxury flight, or what?”
“Brenda didn’t seem to think so, but why aren’t we getting out?”
Rebecca bursts out laughing. “Oh, my poor dear, we don’t stay in that building. No, we live down this bloody awful street…”
Turning onto a dusty road, we arrive at a forlorn trio of buildings. Two are u-shaped and appear to be made from recycled cardboard. The third is constructed from bricks like those of the mess, though it looks a hundred years older and lacks the pretty foliage. Rebecca pulls up alongside one of the two cardboard shacks and turns off the engine.
“Welcome home,” she says, opening her door. “Are you just so excited? Probably not, but let's go check out your room.” 
I unload my bags and drag them down a central pathway. Opening what appears to be the main door, Rebecca turns right and takes a few steps. “You’ll notice you’re conveniently located opposite the laundry,” she says, ignoring the woman dressed in a nurse’s uniform folding her smalls. “And here you are. Block 201, Room 7.” She turns the handle and pushes the door open. “After you.”
I step into what looks like a storage room, though it appears to have been raided. 
“This is a bedroom?” I ask, noting the brown-blanketed iron-framed bed is placed at a weird angle, like somebody tried to steal it but gave up. A wonky fiberboard dresser is pushed into a corner. Besides that, the one remaining feature is a threadbare, stained brown carpet that offers camouflage for several dead beetles. 
There are also two doors, a window, and a rusty air conditioner, which Rebecca marches over to kick. “That’s better,” she says, once it rattles to life. 
Opening the nearest door, I find a small closet, while the second door leads to a basic, but clean bathroom. “Whose are these shower products?” I ask.
“Mine,” Rebecca says, following me into the room. “And the door you see opposite leads to my bedroom.”
“We’re sharing a bathroom?” I ask. While I’d imagined all kinds of terrible scenarios, sharing a bathroom was not one. 
Nodding, Rebecca opens her door and reveals a room far more comfortable than mine, with solid wood furniture and artificial candles lining a dresser. In one corner, a female broadcaster speaks English from a flat-screen television. “We’ll fetch your gizzit tomorrow morning,” Rebecca says, forcing a smile.
“What's a gizzit?” I ask, staring at her television.
“You’ll find out in the morning,” she says, stepping into her bedroom and slamming the door in my face.
I return to my room to find Delvin propped up on my bed, arms raised, and hands folded behind his head. “Is she one of your imaginary friends who’ll be joining you for fish on the beach?” he asks, grin too obnoxious to look at.
“No, I don’t think so,” I say.
Sliding to the floor, I drop my head into my hands.
Maria, what the hell have you done?
“You’ve made a mistake, that’s what,” Delvin says.
I tell him to fuck off. It’s either that or I pick him up and throw him against the wall.
“Duly noted,” he says, jumping off the bed. “And worry not, your third warning is coming as scheduled.”
Running a hand through his hair, he walks through the door without opening it. 
“Yeah right,” I yell after him.
Chapter 3
When I decide my perceptions have been negatively skewed and I’ve dedicated enough time to pouting, I return to the window to find that no, my sulking didn’t last anywhere near long enough. Everything, everywhere, seems to fall on a color spectrum somewhere between magnolia and tan. 
“So much for my big adventure,” I tell the netted screen. 
Why it’s even there is beyond me. The thing has rips large enough to allow passage of mosquitoes, cockroaches, and entire tribes of scorpions, and does nothing to enhance the view. 
I’m considering lamenting over the phone to Debbie when I hear, “If you think this is bad, then you shoulda seen London during the blitz.”
Spinning, I find a peculiarly dressed young man propped against my headboard. Wearing the wartime fashion of baggy belted pants, striped tucked-in shirt, and scuffed hobnail boots, I wonder how long it would take to count all his facial freckles.
“I’ve been watchin’ you sulk for bloomin’ hours, and I’m bored,” he says, bright red hair complimenting his fiery attitude. I wouldn’t put it past the kid to remove his neckerchief and strangle me with it, or even use it as a tourniquet if needed. 
“Who are you and what are you doing here?” I ask, assuming he’s an insider. “And for that matter, why are you sitting in Delvin’s spot?”
“Playing favorites, are we?” he asks, poking a long blade of grass between stained teeth. “I heard you tried to stop us joining you on the island––stupid idea, that was––but for your information, I’m Marcus, cockney extraordinaire, and also Delvin’s friend from our days wandering the fields. But the better question is, who the hell are you?”
“Maria, and this is my room, not Delvin’s, actually. It’s just that he was sitting there before you.”
Grinning, Marcus places his hands behind his head and folds his booted feet. “Whatever you say, but do you have any of that fizzy Coca-Cola stuff the Yanks like to drink, or chocolate, or sweets? Something nice and sugary, to bring me blood sugar up?”
“No,” I say, wondering how a wartime Londoner knows about soda, and whether that accounts for his teeth. “As you’re probably aware, I only just arrived, meaning until I get an ID card, I’m not authorized to shop.”
Unfolding his feet, he refolds them the other way. “Well, that's just marvelous, innit, because I was hoping to angle for some fucking popcorn too.”
“Does your mother allow you to use language like that?” I ask, deciding my guest seems both older and younger than he looks. While the old-fashioned clothes age him, there’s a softness in his face that remains boyish, plus he doesn’t appear to have shaved a day in his life.
Shifting, Marcus removes his feet from the bedclothes. “Don't worry about me mother cos she’s a goner but tell me this. How'd you make me die?"
“Me?” I ask, pointing at my chest. Shocked he would think this, I tell him I didn’t. 
“Marcus, the truth is I wasn’t around during the war, and I’m afraid I know nothing about you, though there’s something about your face that’s remarkably familiar.”
“Well really, because that ain’t hardly fair,” he says, dropping his boots onto the carpet. “Not fair at all, especially given my old mate Delvin knows exactly what happened to him. How’d you reckon it makes me feel when he harps on about his fancy house, and the bomber taking off his roof, and knowing who his family is, and how the midwife got gulletted, and her sister too? I’ll tell you how it makes me feel. Jealous. Though some say harboring jealousy about dead people is stupid.” Pausing, he clears his throat, then with a softer, almost desperate tone, he says, “But tell me what you do know, please.”
Wishing his history would come to me in a gentle flash, I can only say the obvious. 
“Judging by your accent and what you said, you’re from the east end of London, and by your clothes, you were raised during the war, but your family wasn’t rich. I’d also say you have ways to access things you shouldn’t, like chocolate and soda from American soldiers, which suggests you survived through the latter part of the war. You’ve told me your mother is dead, though the way you removed your boots from the bedclothes when I mentioned her suggests at least part of you remembers her influence. But you’ve also indicated you don’t know much about your family, which makes me wonder how you wound up wandering the Weald of Kent with the likes of Archie and Delvin.”
“Oh, I see how it is,” he says, grinning a smile that seems to brighten his freckled face, and his teeth. “You’re like one of them fortune tellers what digs around for history, then pretends they saw it in their tea leaves. Delvin warned me about you.”
“Oh?” I say, realizing I’m actually enjoying this kid, though I berate myself for feeling this way. I was meant to leave the idiots behind, not acquire more. “And what else does Delvin say, but more importantly, where do you live?”
Marcus pulls the blade of grass from his mouth and uses it to point at me. “Nice try, old girl. Nice try, indeed. But I’ve been warned to tell you nothing. Besides, you’ve got them photos you gathered and hid in a box. What do they tell you?”
“What photos?” I ask, unable to imagine what he’s referring to. 
When he doesn’t respond, I say, “Any chance we can drop the old girl thing? I’m only thirty, after all.”
Marcus shrugs, like he’s accustomed to the world throwing demands his way. “We can, but being thirty is bloody marvelous considering I grew up during the war and lots of people died, me included. Some might consider being called old girl an honor, especially as women in your mother’s family died before they even reached thirty.” Seeing my expression, he adds, “Yeah, I know about that.”
Remembering Delvin’s Dickensian threat about three visitations, and my horrific experiences with Archie on the trooper, I ask, “Are you here to make me witness stuff that’ll disturb my dreams, or simply to ask for a spoonful of sugar in the form of soda and candy?” 
Eyes turning a steely shade of gray, Marcus strides toward me, and I begin to smell coal dust, and the stench of poverty. Turning, hoping I can find fresher air, the scene around me changes to a dark street, damp cobblestones reflecting the sweep of searchlights, air filled with the undulating drone of sirens. 
“I was joking,” I say, pressing myself into a corner, feeling cold wet brick against my hands. “Jesus, Marcus, I was fucking joking.”
“Shit joke,” he says, running off. 
Why do I do this to myself? 
Chasing the kid down a narrow alley, windows are unlit, and clotheslines crisscross the air above our heads. A nearby explosion causes me to duck, then with the sound of structural collapse, my jog becomes a sprint.
Turning a corner to find Marcus leaning against a wall, I join him and let myself slide onto my haunches. 
“Are you ready to work with us?” he asks, not even slightly out of breath. Watching me nod, Marcus adds, “And do you promise to listen and pay attention? As in really and truly, pinky promise?”
“I do,” I say, lifting a shaky hand and curling my little finger around his.
“Good, then fuck off, Maria. We’re done for today.”
Seeing London fade, I whisper, “And you know what, Marcus? You can fuck the hell off too.”

A rap at the door causes me to startle.
“Hey newbie,” a male voice says. “Just wanted to say hi, but I can come back when you’re not busy.”
Swinging open the door, I’m greeted by a tall, curly-haired man wearing shorts and a polo shirt.
“I’m not busy,” I say, wondering whether I should adapt an excuse Penelope used whenever we caught her arguing with herself. “If you heard me talking, I was practicing a role.”
“Interesting role,” the man says, using a hand to sweep hair from his tanned forehead. The skin around his brown eyes is creased into a smile. “Is it something famous?”
“Not yet,” I tell him, realizing I’m still wearing jeans and that I’m covered in sweat. “But I wonder whether you can help me with something. The room was hot when I arrived, then it got too cold, and now it’s hot again. Do you have any tips or tricks up your sleeve?” 
“I might,” the man says, stepping into my room. “The first of which would be to get out of those jeans. Look, why don’t you go into the bathroom and change into more summery clothing, even take a shower if you like, while I spend some time working out your air conditioner’s kinks. Then once you’re ready, I’m wondering whether you’d like to join some block residents in the mess for drinks and dinner.” Shooting out a hand, he says, “The name’s Cliff, by the way.”
Taking his hand, I say, “Maria, and I’d love to join your group.”
Hauling my largest suitcase onto the bed, I grab some clothes and a towel, and disappear into the bathroom. By the time I’m out of the shower, my poor little brain is convinced Marcus doesn’t exist. 

The door slams behind us. Cliff leads me down the central path before turning a corner, where we find an older man puffing on a cigarette. Wearing long blue pants and a white collared shirt, his sun-mottled face wrinkles when he smiles, which he does briefly, before deciding he shouldn’t. He’s an older character, and ornery too, and I take an instant liking. 
“Frankie, this is Maria,” Cliff says, “and Maria, this is Frankie. He’s an army major, and the daddy of our block."
“Daddy, like a sugar daddy?” I ask. Watching the men try not to giggle, I say, “Sorry, fellas, but it’s been a long day, and I’m confused. I thought this block was for single and childless people only.”
Lips twitching, Frankie says, “Cliff’s mocking my age, Maria. I’m the oldest fart living in this tinderbox we call home.” Kicking the wall behind him, he feigns surprise when the building doesn't topple. “It was built by the Three Little Pigs, but they ran out of sticks. You’re new off the trooper, I take it. Welcome, but what are you here for workwise?”
Answering for me, Cliff says, “She's the new deputy headteacher, and she’s also my friend, so don’t be the arsehole you usually are.”
Frankie winks before scowling at Cliff. “So, now you're picking up civilian strays?”
“See what I mean?” Cliff asks. “Maria, please know Frankie’s harmless for the most part, but he doesn’t see eye to eye with many civilians.”
“Eye to eye?” Frankie repeats, flicking his cigarette butt on the ground and grinding it with the sole of his brown leather shoe. “Have you looked around this place, Cliff? They’re bloody morons.”
“Is that right?” I ask, watching Frankie’s eyes twinkle. “And is that why Cliff thought it a good idea to introduce us, to see how I’d fair against your attitude?” 
“Touché,” Frankie hollers, fiddling with his lighter. “But Cliff, why bring her when you know full well I chew them up and spit them out like gristle?”
Trying not to smile, Cliff asks, “Maria, do you come with a return policy?”
Folding my arms, I tell him I do not. “You promised me dinner and drinks, so gristle or no gristle, I’m getting what I’m owed.”
A loud whump sounds behind my back. 
“Bloody hell,” Frankie says, peering over my shoulder. “Look what the cat dragged in.”
Turning, I decide Cypriot cats must have very discerning tastes, because this one dragged in nothing less than a Viking goddess. Long-legged and athletic, with blonde hair dripping over tanned shoulders, the floral-dressed woman strides down the path like it’s a fashion runway. Gawping pathetically, I berate myself for not showering longer, or washing my hair, or wearing a dress rather than shorts and an older blouse. 
“This is Jayne,” Cliff says, gesturing for her to join us. “She's Scottish and Air Force like me, not Army like Mr. Chimney Pot over there. Jayne, let me introduce you to Maria.”
The Viking takes my hand and smiles.
Continuing the introduction, Cliff says, “Jayne was at the terminal when you arrived, as she’s a ramper.”
“A ramper?” I ask, fascinated by the lines of her too-perfect lips. 
“Aye, he means I work on the ramp, organizing airmen to do aircrafty things.” Releasing her grip, she says, “Rebecca mentioned the school has a new deputy, and I hoped it'd be an unmarried woman. It’s good to have you here.”
“Why unmarried?” I ask, feeling something unexpected move through my body. Bloody male insiders, getting all hot and bothered.
Frankie spits out a globule of something nasty. “Because otherwise, you’d be in the married quarters, and then your life wouldn’t be half as shit. For starters, their air conditioners don’t sound like wheezing elephants.”
“Because they don’t have air conditioners,” Jayne says. “They only have fans.”
“True, but nor do they have feral cats using their volleyball court as a litter tray.”
“Because they don’t have volleyball courts either,” Cliff adds.
Nodding, Frankie says, “Also true, but I’ve had a shitty day dealing with you know-it-all Air Force babies, and I’m hungry, so let’s go.”
“Thoughts about Cyprus so far?” Jayne asks while we walk.
“Honestly, when I first got to the block, I thought I’d made the worst decision of my life.”
“And now, Maria, are things feeling better?”
Stealing a glance in her direction, I say, “Now I feel like I’ve hit the jackpot.”
“With whom?” she asks with a broad teasing smile. “Cliff or Frankie?”
I don’t like to tell her I’m not thinking about either of them, because that would sound weird. But not as weird as telling her I have male insiders who’ve been looking a little too intently at details they have no business paying attention to. So instead, I say, “All three of you,” which is pretty much the truth, anyway. 
Of several choices on the menu, I choose moussaka, Jayne opts for salad, while the men order pork. 
Once he’s finished eating, Frankie says, “Pork, pork, and more bloody pork, I’m so sick of pork.” 
“You didn’t seem sick of it while scarfing it down,” Jayne tells him, once we’re settled in a bland room decorated with mirrors and little else. Cliff stands at the bar, ordering from the Cypriot barman. “You could have chosen a salad, or the moussaka, or simply done without.”
“I thought the moussaka was good,” I say, thinking the room could use a little help. “Are these seats plastic?”
“Yes, and you’ll understand why once the visiting squadrons arrive,” Jayne says. “Be careful around them, incidentally. Especially the pilots, as they’re notorious for removing their wedding rings while deployed.”

"I miss British pubs,” Frankie says, after spending an hour going down memory lane. We’re heading back to the block, and the cicadas are in full force. “Especially country inns without all this bloody noise.” 
While I started the evening in full agreement and might have shed a few discreet tears for all the centuries-old, timber-framed, firelit, and ambient pubs I’ve drowned my sorrows in over the years, I discovered Cypriot brandy sour in a big way, and now I couldn’t give a flying fuck how warm and cozy British pubs are.
Arriving at our block, Cliff opens a door, and I realize that if I was a bird, and the bird was flying and looking down, and it saw the letter U, then this door would be on the left-side sticky up bit, right on its crown. And if that bird flew into the building, I’d also learn there’s an inside door on the left that’s admissible to this group, because Jayne swings it open and says, “Maria, welcome to Frankie’s Place. It’s where everyone comes if they want a half-decent cup of tea.”
“Half decent?” Frankie says, stepping inside. “You cheeky witch.”
I follow my new friends into a room furnished with mismatched chairs, tables, bookshelves, and all kinds of whatnot. “So, this is where it’s at,” I say, looking around. “But Frankie, you don’t have a bed. Where do you sleep?”
“He doesn’t,” Jayne says, dropping onto a blue couch. “Frankie’s actually a werewolf, so watch out.”
“I do sleep, Maria, but the bedroom is through that door, and the bathroom beyond that. Because I’m older and my rank is more senior than most of these idiots, I get a suite. Also, if you don’t have enough furniture just let us know. We can get more from unoccupied rooms.”
Drinks prepared, Frankie hands them out and we do what all Brits do, take our first few sips while seated in silence. It’s a holy moment, because tea fixes everything, and I mean everything––hangovers, stress, sickness, depression, arguments, you name it. 
“When I was a kid,” I say, deciding now would be a good moment to amuse everyone. “My dad was driving down Porlock Hill in Devon when the car in front of ours started speeding uncontrollably around the bends. My mum began screaming, oh my god, they’re going to crash, oh my god, which oddly enough, did nothing to help.” 
Seeing my new friends are engaged and smiling, I continue. “The runaway car raced ahead and entered the village of Porlock, where it plowed through a privet hedge. Dad pulled over and though mum was too traumatized, he and I stepped out to find the speeding car stuck in the middle of a beautifully manicured lawn. We reached the car at the same time as the garden’s owner––an elderly lady wearing gloves and holding pruning shears. Together, we opened the door to find a lone woman, physically shaking in the driver’s seat. The elderly lady stuck her head inside, and said, “Oh my, do you like milk and sugar with your tea?”
“You’re lying,” Frankie says, grinning broadly.
“I’m not, scouts honor. And you know what? The homeowner and the recently crashed woman sat together at a wrought iron table, drank tea, and ate scones covered in jam and cream.”
“They shared a cream tea?” Jayne asks, probably thinking the English are nuts. “But what about the car?”
Shrugging, I say, “Turns out it was lactose intolerant, so the insurance company wrote it off.”
“Jesus, Maria,” Cliff splutters, tea dribbling down his chin. 
Laughing with him, and knowing when to make my exit, I say, “It’s getting late and Jayne’s yawning, so if you don’t mind, I’m going to love you and leave you. I’m up early to get something called a gizzit. Any idea what that is?”
“Yes,” Cliff says, standing with me. “It’s a free loaner car provided by a dealership in Limassol, which you’ll use until you buy a vehicle of your own. Let me walk you back to your room.”
Once we’re standing outside my door, a deep feeling of contentment settles within my chest, and I throw my arms around Cliff.
“What’s that for?” he asks, hugging me back.
I tell him, “For finding my family.”
“I’m glad you feel that way. Is there anything else I can do to help?”
Releasing him, I tell him there is. “I’ve had a few flying lessons, and I’m wondering whether you know anything about a flying club on base.”
“Maria,” he says, eyes opening wide. “I’ve just realized I didn’t tell you I’m an air traffic controller. Yes there’s a club. Look, how about we spend a few days getting you settled, then I’ll arrange an introduction to the chief flying instructor?”
“That would be wonderful,” I say, refraining from hugging him again. 
Wishing Cliff goodnight, I enter my room and shut the door, and when I turn on the overhead light, I find Delvin fiddling with the air conditioner.
“What are you doing?” I ask.
“Figuring out what this is, duh. It’s blowing out cold stuff, can you feel it?”
“Yes, it’s called an air conditioner, Delvin. That’s what they do.”
“Oh, well they didn’t have these in my day, and I haven’t seen them in yours either.”
“We don’t really need them in England,” I inform him, removing my case from the bed. “Though, thinking about it, some places, like hotels and offices, may have them. But more importantly, your incredibly obnoxious friend, Marcus, paid a visit earlier.”
“Ah,” Delvin says, turning to give me a stern look. “About that.”
Oh, good lord.
Chapter 4
“Leave it, Delvin, or here’s a better idea––you take your leave.”
It’s the first day of school and I’ve just woken from a nasty dream. Aged 13, my mother took me into the basement of our Brighton home and ordered me to strip from head to toe, while she circled in search of the best view. Though I remember it from a floaty position outside my body, my stupid skin won’t stop crawling. Because really, Mother, the basement?
So, the last thing I need is Delvin’s continued griping about my supposed bad treatment of Marcus. Seriously, did the kid expect a welcome party? 
Hey Marcus, delighted to meet you on the day of my failed Great Escape. 
 “No, Maria, I won’t just leave it. I’m pissed off because you haven’t apologized.”
“Really Delvin,” I say, speaking ruder than I would to any real child. “Because I’m kinda pissed off you’re getting in my face when I’m in a hurry.”
Of all the days to oversleep. 
Rushing into the bathroom, I find Rebecca stripping out of her clothes. “Oh,” she says, “I heard so much noise I thought you were already done.”
Turning around, I decide I can do without a shower. 
Looking at the clock, I realize I ought to skip breakfast too.
And so much for my early morning coffee with Jayne on the patio, watching night fade and a new day dawn. “Fuck,” I shout, stifling my voice with a towel. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”
Fortunately, I had the foresight to lay out my clothes the night before. 
“You’re wearing that?” Delvin asks, like he’s Yves Saint Laurent.
“For goodness’ sake, what now? It’s a sarong, Delvin, a wraparound skirt.”
“It’s also ugly. Wear the linen trousers instead.”
Hoping my compliance will shut him up, I pull the trousers over my legs. It’s early September, and extremely hot, but there’s an air conditioner in my office. That’s not the case around the entire school, but I’m guessing paperwork will have me confined to barracks, so the trousers will work. The long-sleeved blouse Delvin is adamant I wear will absolutely not. 
“But what you’ve chosen is sleeveless, Maria. Are you sure it’s professional?”
Marching toward the bathroom, I knock on the door. When Rebecca opens it I hold up the top. “Is this suitable for school?” I ask, noticing she’s wearing something similar. “Ah, so that’s a yes. Thanks.”
Throwing himself on my bed, Delvin says, “That’s the end of my wardrobe assistance.”
Pulling the top over my head and grabbing a spare toothbrush, I open my door. “And that’s the end of my ability to care,” I say, knowing I’m being mean. But as Delvin is an insider, and not always welcome, that truth is voided. “See you later, alligator.”
Slamming the door like I’m the block’s only resident, I flee for the white Honda Civic I’ve been loaned, so pockmarked it resembles a golf ball. I climb into what smells like an ashtray, start the engine and pray the air conditioning will work today. It doesn’t, and nor does the radio. I wind down a window using a handle, then try to breathe, to calm myself.   
“After a while, crocodile,” Delvin says, appearing in the seat beside me. “And you didn’t even give him any Coca Cola.”
“Who, Delvin? The alligator or the crocodile?”
“You know what I mean, Maria.”
“Right, because not feeding an insider is the issue here.” Releasing the handbrake, I pull away from the curb. “Not me waking from a yucky memory, or not taking a shower, or missing coffee with Jayne and not eating breakfast, but my refusal—correction, my inability—to give an insider a glass of soda.”
Joining the street, I add, “And how could I give Marcus something to drink, anyway? Do I make little meals for you, and feed you whatever your heart desires? No, I do not, because it’s not possible for me to go around feeding phantoms.”
When Delvin growls, I say, “Okay, sorry, I mean insiders.”
Flopping around like a frustrated teenager, Delvin reaches over to poke my arm. “Actually, you do, but only because I influence you to eat what I’m hankering for. Like when we bumped into Brenda at the store, and you were buying the popcorn I wanted. At least, that’s how Brooks says it works.”
“Who the heck is Brooks?” I ask, dreading this being another wartime refugee I’ve yet to meet. 
Folding his arms, Delvin says, “My brand-new therapist.” 
[bookmark: _heading=h.gjdgxs]“You have an imaginary therapist?” Amused by the prospect, I’m relieved when a very large pothole distracts Delvin from my grin, because heaven forbid he add amusement to my increasingly long list of sins.
“No, actually, Brooks is as real as me, and she’s American. She’s tall and looks like a boy more than a girl, but she’s really smart. I think she’s going to help me a lot.”
So, maybe this isn’t a bad thing, Maria. “And will this have you spending more time inside, do you think?”
“Not sure,” Delvin says, too preoccupied to read the implication behind my words. 
Usually, the kid’s cognition is as sharp as a sword––an ability that makes perfect sense assuming he’s more than just an attached ghost. In trying to understand myself, I’ve been reading about how ghosts can attach to a person. While I desperately wanted the simple ghost theory to make sense, I’m realizing certain insiders, like this one, are too alive to be dead. 
“I’m better than a ghost,” Delvin says, proving he’s listening in. “And maybe I’m not attached to you. Maybe, just maybe, you’re attached to me.”
Not wanting to contemplate that, I pull into the school’s parking lot. I’m only the second to arrive, meaning I could have stopped at the mess to gobble down a sausage or two. Breakfast, unlike other meals, is self-service, so it would have taken what––two minutes, maybe three? 
I’m wondering whether to reverse my tracks when a silver BMW pulls up beside me, and the driver’s door pushes open. “Is your boss wearing stay-pressed nylon pants?” Delvin asks, like Jim’s choice of wardrobe is a reflection on me. “And yellow lenses in his glasses?”
“What’s up with you turning into a fashionista?” I whisper, not wanting Jim to hear through my open window.
Grinning, Delvin says, “I have certain standards, which typically involves wearing all black. Sometimes a little grey, and there are moments when I really splash out. But stay-pressed pants, Maria?”
They are pretty bad, and a little too tight. 
“But apart from that, your boss reminds me of Marcus. Maybe I’ll go find my friend.”
Best idea of the century.
“Good morning, Maria,” Jim says, opening my passenger door. “You’re right on time.”
With Delvin’s disappearance, I’ve never felt happier to see an Irishman with a halo of red hair. “Hey, this isn’t too terrible, for a gizzit,” he says, leaning inside and looking around. “Have you ordered your own car yet?”
Relieved Delvin didn’t drop a huge fart, I say, “Yes, I have a Toyota RAV4 coming.” Though the fart would have served Jim right. Opening my door and shoving his head inside is intrusive, but laws of society mean I’d be the one feeling the shame. This world is upside down.  
“And that’s a four-wheel drive,” he says, once I’m out of the car. 
Not sure whether that’s a statement or a question, I’m about to confirm it is when he says, “Tell me about your flight here.”  
“It was interesting,” I say, wondering which part he wants to hear. Obviously not about Delvin’s ridiculous song, or Archie’s flight, or the cave and the monsters, and Archie’s adult tantrum on the beach, so I go with, “I was recognized.”
Jim laughs while opening the door to the main entrance. “Ah, the memo,” he says, waiting for me to enter first. “That was a nice touch, I thought. I heard you met Paul Jones, the commander of our helicopter squadron, and Brenda Dearborn, the commander’s wife. Congratulations, Maria. When working with the military, it helps to make an early impression.”
Entering my office, I decide not to tell him I booted Brenda from the window seat, so I look around instead. It’s a bland room, containing a desk, a bookshelf, two chairs and a coffee table, but if I’ve learned one thing during my first week on base, it’s that these rooms can be improved quickly. My bedroom looks so much better since my friends tracked down unused furniture, and Jayne helped me shop for lamps, plants, and a couple of throw blankets.
“Okay, good,” Jim says, checking a wall-mounted noticeboard above my desk. “Krista has posted our schedule, along with a list of important phone numbers and a chart displaying air force and army ranks. This’ll help you know how to address parents arriving in uniform.”
“We address them by rank?” I ask.
“If you can. It’s best to avoid upsetting a parent, and definitely an officer. Krista will bring you coffee in a moment, and I suggest you browse the ranks first. Then you can work your way through our new student files.”
Lifting one of several manilla envelopes, Jim removes a collection of papers. “These arrived during the summer. They contain school records and hopefully, samples of work.” Handing me a printed form, he says, “It’s important you complete a summary for each new student by end of day, as teachers don’t have time to plow through all these files. Kids start arriving around 6.50 am, and I’d like us to greet them on the front steps. They leave at 1pm, but we work later. Anyway, I’ll let you make a start.” 
Without further ado, Jim leaves for his own office.
Krista, our Cypriot secretary, arrives minutes later to find me staring into space. “One file at a time,” she says, smiling from beneath curly and dark, slightly red-dyed hair. Smiling back, I remember the sandwich she gave me following my final interview, which I’d been devouring as the director of military schools stepped from Jim’s office and offered me the job. “Would you prefer regular coffee or Greek?”
Thinking I could use a blast of caffeine to wake me up, I ask for Greek.
A little before 7am, students dressed in tan shorts and white shirts, and blue gingham dresses, start to arrive. They look so different to my previous students, with sun-bleached hair and tanned skin, and for perhaps the first time since my arrival, it hits me that Royal Air Force Akrotiri is my home. 
The second coffee makes my body jittery. The third makes me shake uncontrollably. 
Pushing my nineteenth file to one side, I stand and decide to walk around the school, maybe go into a few classrooms and introduce myself. I’m making for the door when a rogue breeze bangs it closed. Moments later, I realize the rogue breeze is actually a rogue teenage boy, in the form of Marcus. 
“Oh my god,” I say, watching him shove another blade of grass between his teeth. “You’re back, which begs the question, why? Is it to check I’m doing okay, which would be much appreciated, or to take me back to wartime London, which would not?”
“Neither actually,” Marcus says, dropping into my wheelie chair. “I’m sending you to Tenterden, to Olive’s porch, where you’ll be thrilled to know the sun is shining, the birds are singing, and even if I say so myself, there’s a rather pretty view of the river.”
“Oh, how lovely,” I say, not sure whether I’m being sarcastic or feeling oddly excited. As I haven’t stopped processing files for at least three hours, a few minutes in England would be nice. Okay, so I know it wouldn’t really be England, but… 
Arriving, it sure does feel like it.
Seated in a rocker, I find the view over the river and fields to be simply stunning, and I’m not sure I realized England has such a unique scent––honeysuckles, primroses, bluebells, and freshly mown hay. Then I notice the birds. Nuthatches and finches, and there––a nightingale, her little lungs filling the air with music. It brings tears to my eyes, or it would, if I wasn’t lacking the courage to pose the single-most important question a man can ask his girl. How I know I’m supposed to do this is a mystery, even to me, but who cares, because right now, I’m Archie.
Glancing nervously at Olive’s curly dark hair and slim face, I see she’s embroidering the house of her dreams onto a circle of fabric. Her father has promised he’ll build it in the meadow beyond the river, so she can remain near her parents.
“More lemonade, Archie?” she asks, lifting a jug of yellow liquid. “Just don’t question where the lemons came from, or the sugar.”
Watching her reach for my glass, I know exactly where they came from, as her father is part of a group supporting the French… 
No, I shouldn’t say. But it’s a good thing, what he does. It’s not the black market, or anything treasonable, though I’ve been known to acquire a few cigarettes, now and then. 
Taking my glass, Olive adds another inch of sparkling liquid, and I feel my taste buds come alive. “No, Olive, that’s too much,” I say, not wanting her family to do without, though I’d gladly finish the entire jug.
“Oh, take it,” she says, adding a little more. “If you don’t, Peter will.”
With predictably bad timing, Olive's five-year-old brother comes running outside, flying a folded airplane made from today's news. Swiping it from his hands, I offer the boy a special coin—one I promise will bring never ending luck, as long as he runs off to play. The child snags the coin and launches the paper airplane. When he chases it, I use my physical momentum to drop onto one knee and take Olive’s hand.
“Sweetheart,” I say, hearing my voice sound more confident than it feels, “will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”
Olive’s face lights up. Leaning forward, she says, “Yes, I will. I was beginning to think you’d never ask, but now you have, I’m so very happy.”
We celebrate with more lemonade, and though I’d have preferred to linger, take a stroll along the river with my new fiancée, time throws me a wrench and I’m on a train, pulling into Tonbridge Station. 
Standing with others changing trains for London, I step onto the platform and spot a fellow selling coffee from a cart. He’s small, appears young, and the cloth cap pulled over his eyes makes me suspect he’s a black-market racketeer, but I’m thirsty and decide I deserve a treat.
Arriving at the cart, I pull a few coins from my pocket and look at them in confusion. Shouldn’t I know what these are? When the coffee maker hands me a thick brown liquid in a Styrofoam cup, and says, “It’s on the house,” my confusion doubles. 
“Are you from the future?” I ask, glancing nervously around the platform. 
The racketeer nods and checks over his shoulder before leaning nearer. 
“I believe you got up late this morning and skipped breakfast,” he whispers, smoke wafting through the air behind him, turning sunlight into swirling patterns of light and shadows. “Which was a bloody daft idea, but as it’s your first day on a new job, you deserve a nice cup o’ joe. The name’s Marcus, good to see you.”
“What the hell,” I say, taking a step back. “Marcus, what are you playing at?”
“Nothing, Maria, but tell me what you thought of Olive.”
“For the whole fifteen minutes I got to spend with her, I thought she was marvelous. But why am I here, riding trains through Kent, when I have a real life I should probably get back to?”
Marcus tops up my coffee. “Good question, but not one for me. Now, hide the cup so nobody realizes you’re a fuckup from the future, and hurry along to platform two. The Sevenoaks train leaves in two minutes.”
Realizing I’m unlikely to make headway with this kid, and that running through history with a bright white Styrofoam cup sloshing liquid everywhere might not be smart, I knock back its contents. Dumping the empty in Marcus’s hands, I run for platform two. 
Once I’ve boarded and settled into a crowded carriage, I look through the window to find Marcus and the cart have gone. The train jolts to a start and after yawning, I realize the only thing suggesting my encounter with Marcus wasn’t a weird fantasy is the lingering taste of boot leather coffee. 
I wake when the train pulls into Sevenoaks Station. 
“She said yes,” I shout, jogging toward a uniformed man sitting on a two-stroke motorcycle. His name is Lawrence, and though he’s officially an engineer responsible for aircraft maintenance, he’s also my best friend. “Olive said yes, Lawrie, can you believe it?”
“Not especially,” he says with a wink. “Which begs the question––are you sure you proposed to Olive, and not an old, retired donkey?” 
Laughing, I climb onto the rear of his motorcycle and tell him to quit teasing and hurry, as there’s a pint of warm Shepherd Neame waiting.
“Warm?” he says, pulling away from the station and joining the quiet streets of Sevenoaks, then turning onto the Biggin Hill road. “Most of us prefer our ale cold,” he shouts over his shoulder.
Arriving at the airbase, I buy all the men a drink and receive countless slaps of congratulations on my back. 
“Does Olive know what she’s letting herself in for,” one of many grinning pilots asks, “or did you pay her to say yes? Is she real? Is she English, and is she actually human? Will you marry before the war ends?”
“Will any of us survive long enough to marry?” 
“Killjoy,” Lawrence says, pushing the last man, Davy, from the bar. “Go to bed and sleep off your misery.”
One hour later, we all do the same.
Like a dream, where time means nothing, I’m not surprised when Lawrence shouts, “Get up, Archie. There’s good news and there’s bad. The bad news is there were more overnight bombings in London, even some in Chelsea, but the good news is it’s quiet now. Orders are to eat breakfast and stay on high alert.”
I’m nibbling a slice of unbuttered toast when I recall the date on Peter’s paper airplane––September 14, 1940, the day preceding what will come to be commemorated as Battle of Britain Day. And because my body is grounded in the future, I feel it in my bones when the wall clock turns 10:30 am, and the first German aircraft triggers the Chain Home radar station in Dover, and again when the clock reads 11:04, and I sense the Luftwaffe flying over Calais. When the sirens go off shortly thereafter, I’m also aware this is the day I will die. 
“It’s bad,” Lawrence says, sprinting alongside me. All around us other men run, knowing we need to get airborne quickly. “There are reports of Luftwaffe coming from everywhere. Are you ready for this?”
“Never,” I say, wearing a forced grin. “There’s no way to ever be ready, but I’m mustering a plan.”
Climbing into the cockpit, I watch Lawrence run around my aircraft, checking this, checking that, ready to throw his engineering skills into action. These birds take a bashing, but today, the propeller spins to an easy start, and he gives a thumbs up before stepping out of my path. 
Kissing Olive’s photograph, I wedge it into the gap behind the flap lever and tap it three times. 
“Do something different,” she whispers once I’ve launched, and I tell her I will. 
Today, I have even more knowledge of what’s to come, and though I’m sorry I’ll have to kill the German, it’s the only way to prevent his slaughter of my friends. That’s war, either him or me, and letters. Writing letters to families of the fallen, like Davy from the bar––the pilot whose aircraft is about to explode. I could warn him, of course, but how can a man say, “Davy, today, it’s likely both of us will die,” without getting laughed at? 
Right on cue, Davy’s aircraft goes up in flames and though he bails, his lines twist again, so I don’t know, I really don’t know…
With the coast in view, I hear the growl of a Messerschmitt above my spitfire, and I swing left, placing him on my nose. He shifts right, then left again, but I’ve got him, and when he makes a mistake, my bullets rip through his canopy. Blood splatters like it did before, and though I want to retch, I know the second Messerschmitt is coming. I pull up my cowling and turn, placing myself ready for his arrival, but he adjusts, and his bullets find my wing. A second aircraft joins him, and I shoot at one, then the other, until the nearest fighter catches alight, and spins like a winged seed falling from a tree. 
No parachute, Archie, that’s another one down. 
I’m close to tears when bullets shred my cowling, and the flames I’ve been waiting for come. “Get out,” I shout, like I’m Maria watching Archie, watching me. 
“Reach for the canopy,” Olive says, telling me she’s here. She’s always here. 
I do, and I’m falling, a far stronger wind sweeping us toward a beach. My parachute avoids all the falling debris, the wind taking us over the shoreline, then to deeper water. But I’ve got this, I have, and I tug on the nearest line, swinging the parachute back toward shore. 
Descending quickly, my boots sweep through the shallows and scrape against wet sand. Six feet, seven feet, eight, then nine, until the silk collapses and the sound of my panic fades into birdsong, and waves. 
Lifting my arms to the sky, I tear off my gloves. 
“We’re alive,” I shout, turning my hands over and lifting them to my face. “Look, Archie, we did it. We’re not inside the cave, we’re alive, and our burns aren’t as bad.”
Rolling onto my backside, I tug off my boots and socks, finding my feet aren’t terrible either. Okay, my uniform didn’t fare well, but who cares about fabric—certainly not me. 
Standing, I feel a strong urge to run, but the parachute behaves like an anchor, and in turning to release myself, I spot a woman walking along the beach. She reminds me of Olive, with the same stylish haircut, though her clothing is different.
“Look, I’m alive,” I shout, hoping it’s her. 
Hands shaking, I scrabble with straps and knots, and buckles and more knots. 
Seemingly unaware, the woman picks something off the beach and hurls it into the waves. 
“Please look,” I shout, beginning to feel desperate. “I’m alive, Olive, look, I’m alive!”
“It’s not who you think,” Delvin says, appearing beside me, morphing out of thin air. 
Reaching to help release the harness and cables wrapped around my body, he says, “None of us are sure how you survived this mess, but we’re impressed with your efforts, and because of that, it’s been decided you’re ready to move on.”
“On to what?” I ask. 
Looking back at the strolling woman, I see she’s wearing military colors, which assuming this really is September 1940, doesn’t make sense. Women won’t be allowed to serve until 1941, meaning she’s not historically accurate.
“But you wouldn’t have known that as a kid,” Delvin says, which seems like a weird thing to say. What would me being a kid have to do with this, any of this? “Don’t worry about that for now,” he continues. “All you need to do is follow her.”
She passes several yards behind us before approaching a structure nestled in the sand. Not having noticed it during previous visits, I look closely now. It’s constructed mostly of brick, with a blue metal front panel and a black lid. The woman looks behind her, and after scanning the beach, uses her shoulders to leverage the lid open. Then she climbs inside. 
“You want me to follow a woman I don’t know?” I ask, launching into a slow jog. “A woman who just ignored me and disappeared into the world’s largest dumpster?”
“If you want answers, then yes, and hurry.”
My jog turns into a sprint, because hurrying seems to be a big thing with my insiders––hurry from the monsters, hurry to my aircraft, and now hurry into something I have no understanding of. 
Rolling open the lid, a strong reek of rotten meat and vegetables turns my stomach. “It really is a dumpster,” I say, wondering why meat and vegetables would be here, on the beach. 
“Climb in,” Delvin shouts, body fading until he’s little more than a wisp of color.
Looking around for a better alternative, I realize there isn’t one, so I pinch my nose and jump. Falling right through the trash bags, my naked feet crunch onto something cold and hard, and I’m surrounded by darkness. 
“Jesus,” I say, still able to smell the refuge above my head. “This might be worse than the cave.”
It isn’t, of course, as I don’t hear a single monster, plus there’s a little light. A string of wall-mounted bulbs gives the darkness a feeble glow, though I wouldn’t want to navigate by them. 
“Follow me,” a woman’s voice calls, telling me that’s precisely what I’m expected to do. “But be careful as you’ll be traveling downhill over slippery rock.”
“You think?” I ask, struggling as my feet slip from beneath me. “I don’t know who you are, but I have at least another ten student files to get through, so I should probably return to my office. Can we mark this as pending, maybe save it for another date?”
Ignoring me, she says, “The tunnel curves left. There, do you see the distant light?”
“Yes,” I answer, because at the end of a straight stretch of tunnel is a vertical strip of orange. 
“Okay, keep walking, but be quiet, Maria. Really quiet.”
She’s telling you to shut up, a voice says inside my head, like I can’t determine that for myself. But this is what happens when a girl hears phantom voices and sees people who aren’t really there. Even when I’m ostensibly alone, I’m not, though thinking about it, I’m not alone now either. This whole thing gets confusing at times. 
Pressing my back against the wall, I creep forward and once I’m near enough, I peer through the opening. Inside a square room, a pair of uniformed men work within the clatter of green machinery, adjusting dials and checking monitors. They’re speaking an Eastern European language—Slavic or Russian, or Polish perhaps. A couple of mean looking rifles hang on a door. 
“Kalashnikovs,” the woman’s voice whispers, suggesting she’s as telepathic as Delvin. “If they hear us, they’ll shoot to kill.”
“Good to know,” I say, hearing her location but not able to see her. “Do I know you?”
After a pause, she says, “That’s a difficult question to answer.”
“Isn’t everything?” I mutter, stepping away from the door and into a recess. Deciding she’s in some way important, I add, “But did you see how I saved Archie from death?”
“Oh, Maria,” the woman says, her voice sad and low. “You tried so hard, but you didn’t save him.”
“Liar,” I say, a little too loudly. “You’re a liar.”
The first shot sounds like a rap on my door.  
The second like the door has been thrown open too quickly.

“Are you the new person in charge of bad behavior?” a small boy asks.
Blinking, I focus on a child aged around seven or eight. His reddish, sun-streaked hair and bold tan suggests this kid is an island veteran. His confidence brings me back down to earth in a hurry.  
“Because if you are,” he continues, placing his hands on his hips, “then you and me will be friends.”
“Really?” I ask, smiling. Teachers aren’t meant to have favorites, but I suspect I just found mine. “Then I’d like to thank you for introducing yourself. What’s your name?”
“David, but do you believe in spanking kids when they’re naughty?”
Scratching the back of my neck, I say, “No David, and as this is 1999, it’s against the law for a teacher to spank a child. Have you been spanked by anyone?”
“My dad, of course, when he loses his temper. Especially after I get in trouble at school. Will you be telling my mum and dad when I’m bad?”
 How do I answer? 
“David, why don’t you and I get together later this week? We can discuss why you feel the need to get yourself into trouble, and we’ll chat about how to deal with it if you do. Is that a deal?”
“Okay, it’s a deal,” he says, turning and tugging the door closed.

At 1.45 pm, once the children have left for home and we’ve had a brief staff meeting, Krista brings me a slice of moussaka and a small salad. At 2pm, my office phone rings, and I answer. 
“Hello, it’s Cliff, one of your newest, and bestest friends. I just got off the phone with the chief flying instructor, and the three of us can meet at the flying club if you’re able.”
“Now?” I say, springing to my feet and opening my door. “Yes, that would be wonderful.” Returning the plate to Krista, I give her a quick hug. “I’ve literally just finished plowing through a mountain of files.” Running down the outside steps, I ask whether I might have the opportunity to fly today.
“Possibly, but I don’t know for sure,” Cliff says, over the growl of my starting engine. “There’s only one way to find out.”
“Oh lord,” Delvin says, reappearing in the passenger seat. “Here we go again.”
“You could always go find Brooks,” I suggest, rolling down my window.
Grinning, the kid shakes his head. “And miss what’s about to go down? No way, Maria, no fucking way.”


Chapter 5
When it comes to flying, I’m never quite sure how adrenaline will impact my body. Excitement is taking a clear lead during my drive, but by the time I pull up outside the boxy-looking clubhouse, my bowels feel like they’ve turned into cranberry jelly. 
Delvin bursts out laughing.  
“You think that’s funny?” I ask, giggling with him. A small aircraft pulls onto the ramp and parks several yards behind us. “You know I only think those kinds of thoughts when you’re around? The rest of the time I’m quite well behaved.”
Still giggling, he says, “Yeah, but it stopped your panicking.”
That much is true.
“Good afternoon,” Cliff says, appearing from around the building’s left corner. Dressed in the desert tan uniform of shorts and knitted socks, it wouldn’t surprise me to learn he walked off an Indiana Jones film set. “Ready to meet the chief flying instructor? His name is Alvyn.”
“As in Alvin and the Chipmunks?” I ask.
Grinning, Cliff shakes his head. “No, as in Alvyn-with-a-y, but about as quirky.”
The minute I step from the car and hear the aircraft’s door open, my nerves return.
“Here we go again,” Delvin sings, pressing his nose against a clubhouse window. “Why put yourself through this?”
“Because flying is fun,” a woman says, swaggering from the ramp.   
Wearing khaki pants and a brown leather jacket, her short, wavy hair looks exactly like that of Amelia Earhart. I tell myself this has to be an illusion. No real woman would look so dashing in those clothes in this heat, which means she’s not real. However, as I’ve only ever seen Amelia Earhart in shades of black and white, or putrid sepia, and this one is in full color, she can’t be her ghost either. Yet she’s moving, and speaking, and acting like she just landed the aircraft behind us.
“Are we ready to meet the flying fella?” the woman asks, coming to a standstill. She smells of airplane oil and cigarettes, which is more evidence this woman is an imposter. I happen to know Amelia Earhart didn’t smoke. 
“You’re right,” she says. “Though I did endorse Lucky Strike cigarettes, which in hindsight was a ludicrous thing to do. The company claimed I smoked while flying from America to Wales, which I most certainly did not.”
When this Amelia woman resumes walking, Delvin skips beside her like a doting dog. “Advertisers have no morals,” he says, clearly believing his moral fiber is intact. “And did you know Maria thinks you’re an imposter?” he adds, proving it’s not. 
Amelia spins around. “Don’t you have a job to do, young man?” 
“Not since being put on a tractor ban after teaching Little Bobby––”
The woman raises a hand. “Whoa, quit talking, kiddo. You’ve made enough silly mistakes already.”
Throwing his arms into the air like he’s exploding, Delvin says, “Oh, that’s marvelous coming from you—the great explorer whose mistake got her killed while circumnavigating the world.” Then, visibly shaken by the venom in his words, he adds, “Okay fine, I’m sorry. Why don’t I go find Brooks, instead?”
Great idea, even if she is his little fantasy. Though I confess, when his hangdog expression reaches into my chest and grips my cold little heart, I begin to wonder whether Brooks might be real. And by association, whether the woman standing before me, with her period way of dressing, and her American accent, and the look of adventure in her eyes, might be real too.
“She is and I am,” Amelia says, watching Cliff grab my arm and drag me through an open door.
“You’re awfully dopey today,” he says. “Was work that bad?”
“Nope, but my secretary gave me a massive slice of moussaka, and I’m about as food drunk as they come.”
“Happens to the best of us,” an older man says, entering through a side door. He’s rotund and graying, but from his sparkly eyes and bright smile, I’m guessing he’d have been considered quite a catch. “You must be the new deputy headteacher,” he continues. “I’m Alvyn, the chief flying instructor. Follow me, young lady, because I know exactly who your instructor will be.”
“Young lady?” Amelia mocks, marching through the doorway first. “Doesn’t he know we’re rapidly approaching a new century, and that kind of bullshit needs to stop?”
Silently agreeing, I mouth, thank you, at Cliff, then follow Alvyn to a spot behind the clubhouse, where the nosecone of a yellow airplane peeks from an open hanger. 
“This aircraft is India Yankee,” Alvyn says, before gesturing up a ladder. “And the fellow with his head in the cowling and his backside sticking out is a royal engineer, named Jake. He’s a damn good instructor, and our resident mechanic. Sadly, he’s also half American, but we forgive that.”
Amelia thrusts her hands onto her hips and stamps her foot. “Um, excuse me, Alvyn,” she says, making me wonder whether she realizes he can’t hear her. “Orville and Wilbur Wright were American, and if it weren’t for them inventing the original flyer, you wouldn’t be a pilot yourself, though I wager you’d still be an asshole.”
“Ah, but which half?” I ask, trying not to grin. Though Jake’s wearing a flight suit, the top half has been lowered and the sleeves tied around his waist, revealing a gray t-shirt soaked with sweat.
Grinning, Alvin says, “The part that’s not dressed properly, of course.”
Pacing the concrete patio separating the clubhouse from the hanger and another cluster of buildings, Amelia is using much the same body language as Delvin had while pretending to explode. They’re a fragile pair, that’s for damn sure.
“Hey Jake, come down,” Alvyn calls up the ladder. “I have a new student for you. Her name is…” 
Clicking his fingers, Alvyn scrunches up his face. “Oh shit, I’ve forgotten already.”
Jake turns to look down at us, revealing a strong face with dark eyes, thick eyebrows, and a full smile. He descends the ladder, and after wiping his hands on a filthy white towel, the man holds out a palm. 
“Hello, Oh Shit I’ve Forgotten Already,” he says, grin telling me he believes he has the higher ground, which he does. Jake stands at six foot two, I’d guess, which is a good eight inches above me. Speaking like J.R. Ewing from the television show Dallas, he adds, “That’s one heck of a name, ma’am.”
Charging over to join us, Amelia tells him his accent is terrible. Then turning to me, she adds, “And if this asshole is half American, then I’m the Queen of fucking Sheba.”
Smiling more than the moment demands, I take Jake’s hand. “I’m Maria, but I’ve been called all kinds of names.” 
Clicking his fingers, Alvyn says, “Got it, your name is Maria.” 
Amelia shrugs. “She literally just said that, Alvyn. What is it with men?” 
 “Okay,” Alvyn says, rubbing his hands together. “I think you two will get along marvelously, so I’m going to love you and leave you."
Watching Alvyn waddle his way back to the clubhouse, Jake releases my hand, spreads the towel over his palms, and uses it to wipe oil from his face. Little fluffs attach to his five o’clock shadow, though this shadow must have started at least two days ago. 
Once Alvyn is inside, Jake says. “That man is a terrible matchmaker, but just so you’re aware, I’m not interested in dating.”
“Hallelujah,” Amelia shouts, lifting her arms like the day of rapture has arrived. “A man who’ll leave us alone. The last thing we need is Madam Red Dress coming online while we’re flying.”
“Oh, really?” I ask, knowing who she’s referring to but wishing she’d leave it alone. “Then it’s perhaps as well I left my trusty mantrap at home.”
“And there she goes,” Amelia says, throwing her arms up again, though with a far more aggressive style. “Taking stupid risks.”
Jake tosses the towel over his shoulder, and smiles. “Really, you have a mantrap? Does it work?”
Shaking my head, I tell him no. “I'm divorced and very single, and I intend to stay that way. However, let’s talk about your shoddy attempt at an American accent. I’m guessing you didn’t grow up in the United States.”
“Shoddy?” Jake repeats, grinning. “You want me to try again?”
“Please don’t,” Amelia answers for me, rolling her eyes before climbing the ladder and peering into India Romeo’s cowling. 
“But you’re right,” Jake continues. “I was born in America but grew up in England.”
“We got a few issues up here,” Amelia shouts in a sing-song voice.
As though Jake can hear, he points toward the ladder. “Let me finish fixing this bird. I’m going to take her flying after and you’re welcome to join me, assuming you have time.”
“We have plenty of time,” Amelia says, jumping down with a silent thump. 
Seeing me nod, Jake throws the towel around his neck. “That’s great, and in the meantime, how about cooking up some coffee?” 
Amelia looks like she’s about to make another snarky comment, but instead, her eyes flicker and her movements stall, which suggests she’s running out of steam. At least, that’s what happens with Delvin from time to time. Speaking of which, I wonder how he’s doing with Brooks.
“There’s a kitchen inside the clubhouse,” Jake continues. “It has everything you’ll need. Then you could join me and assist, or sit and relax if you’d prefer.”
Looking to where Jake points, I see two plastic chairs placed beside an upturned cardboard box. On it, an oscillating fan swings lazily from side to side.
 “You a romantic,” I say, looking back at Jake in surprise.
Returning to the ladder, Jake waves me off. “Possibly, but don't tell anyone. I have a reputation to uphold. Now, I’d love a mug of coffee, if you’re willing.”

The kitchen is large and organized, and a lot cleaner than my block’s communal kitchen, which operates primarily as a microbial factory for the development of bacteria and mold. Hearing me tinker, Alvin wanders in and with a very cheesy grin, says, “I’d like a Black Nun if you’re making,” then bursts into a fit of giggles. 
“What’s that?” I ask, feeling like I’m missing something. 
“Black, as in no milk, and non, as in no sugar. It sounds like beer though.”
Actually, it sounds like a racial and religious slur, but I don’t say that. Instead, I ask about the wedding band on his finger. 
“Yup,” he says, “I have a very lovely wife and three kids, all adults, aside from the wife.” And he bursts out laughing again. 
Pouring milk into my mug, and guessing Jake would like some too, I say, “You’re not politically correct, are you?”
Picking up his coffee, Alvyn waddles back the way he came. “God no,” he shouts over the open countertop. “Life’s far too boring for that.” 
Feeling out of sorts following the encounter, I return to the hangar to find Jake singing a famous tenor aria from Bellini’s The Puritans. It’s a powerful solo, and while he’s not Pavarotti, he’s not making my musical ears cringe either.  
“Do you like opera?” Jake asks, telling me he knows I’m there, and that I’ve been listening.
Sitting, I tell him I do. “And you have a great voice, Jake.”
“You’re surprised?” Glancing over his shoulder, Jake grins down from his perch. “You are, I can see by your expression.”
“Ah, and there I was thinking my face is enigmatic, like the Mona Lisa. But have you received musical training?”
Stepping down the ladder, Jake sips from the mug I hand him. “Only from my mother,” he says, taking the coffee up with him. “She loves to sing, and we harmonized together when I was small. Once my voice broke, she tried to get me to sing bass, but it never quite broke enough, so she got stuck with a tenor, or a baritone when I have a cold. Now tell me something about your family, Maria, are they musical?”
“Not really,” I say, attention drawn to the hangar’s far corner. I’m not sure why, as there’s nothing there, except for a tall metal cabinet. “My father played an organ of some description, and my mother thought she could sing, though it sounded more like wailing, or weird animal noises
Thinking I’m joking, which I’m not, Jake laughs while checking around the engine for stray tools. “Did your mother think about taking singing lessons? I hear it’s never too late.”
Not exactly sure what Jake asked, I shake my head. 
Movement, I see movement. There, on the far side of the cabinet. But Jake asked a question, and he’s waiting for an answer. 
“My mother’s dead,” I say, hoping that’ll put an end to his curiosity. 
The movement is slithery, like sequins, red sequins. It’s the woman, her body so very different to the child in the red cotton dress, though the feelings she brings are the same. Hollowness, an ache, a need for something.
“Do you have any siblings?” Jake asks, reaching up to grip the cowl flap. 
Sighing, I tell him no. “I’m an only child, though there were other kids around.” 
“And are you musical, Maria?”
“You could say that,” I answer, drying my palms on my trousers. Long trousers. Why am I wearing these?
Snapping the cowling shut, Jake steps down the ladder and asks whether I’m okay.
I want to tell him no, because the woman has emerged from the darkness and is running her fingers down India Romeo’s tail. 
Aware Jake is watching me, I say, “Yes, sorry Jake, I’m fine. I studied music in college, and my friend is a professional opera singer.”
Sitting, he places a tool bag on the upturned box, then bends to slip off his boots. “Oh, really, I’ve listened to a lot of opera. Would I know her?” 
Stepping further from the shadows, the woman moves toward a wing, the red sequins of her form-fitting dress glittering hypnotically in the light. I wore one like it, several years ago, until a man walked me home and tore it off my body, and I threw it away. Scrunching my eyes, I don’t want to see the memory, or her, but when I open them, she’s nearer than she’s ever come before. 
“Sorry, I’m being rude,” Jake says, removing his socks. “We should be talking about you, rather than your friend. What instruments do you play?”
“Trumpet,” I answer, wanting to look away from this woman with her red-painted lips and dangly earrings, and robotic eyes. It’s like she’s a machine, an android, not even a ghost, or a phantom, or a hallucination. She’s certainly not human, but she’s dangerous, and she’s empty, and she’s needy.  
Looking down, I notice soft hairs growing from the tops of Jake’s toes. “And I play drums, plus a little piano.” 
The woman kneels to look at Jake’s feet, and I’m scared she’s going to take a big toe into her mouth. 
“But mostly loud instruments?” he asks, nudging my arm. 
Nodding, I lift my hands, place them in my armpits, and squeeze hard.
“Are you a loud person in general?” Jake asks, standing up and turning to face me. 
The woman stands up too, and watching her run a finger down his arm, I hope he can’t feel it. 
Untying his sleeves from around his waist, Jake lets the flight suit drop to the ground. 
The woman looks at his legs but doesn’t touch him. Instead, she steps nearer to me.
“I’m asking because you seemed pretty feisty when we first met, but now you’re quiet.” 
Stepping out of the green fabric, he picks up the suit and folds it. 
“So, I’m curious whether you’re nervous. It’s not a problem if you are, but it would be good to know in advance.”
Sitting back down, Jake lifts a bag and pulls out something white. 
“While you think about that, this is a club t-shirt, complete with collar and sleeves. It’s probably more comfortable beneath aircraft harnesses than the sleeveless top you’re wearing, so you’re welcome to borrow it. You could change in the corner––I promise not to peek.”
In the corner?
In the dark, where the woman came from?
No way am I changing back there. But I take the damn shirt, and when Jake whips off his dirty gray t-shirt and exposes his chest, I stand and slam the stupid, comfortable shirt on the chair.
“Whoa,” he says. “Here comes that feistiness.”
And he’s right, because leaning forward, I brush my lips against his jaw. “Nobody tells me to change in a corner,” I whisper into his ear, because that woman in the red dress is me, and I’m hurt, and I’m angry.
“Sorry,” he says, lifting his hands in apology. “I was trying to be considerate. You can use the shower block if you’d prefer, but there aren’t any locks.”
Stepping away, I cross my arms and grip the hem of my sleeveless green blouse. 
“Nobody tells me where to change.”
Lifting the fabric, I expose the top of my trousers, then my belly, my ribs, the lower curve of my breasts. I’m pulling it higher when I realize I’m wearing a very translucent bra, and a shot of electricity explodes near the front of my skull, setting the outer surface of my brain alight. The pain makes my vision fade, and I hear the pulse of my own blood. 
Embarrassed, I ask what the hell I’m doing.  
“I don’t know,” Jake says. “I certainly wasn’t expecting a striptease, though I’m good with that.”
 “Like I said,” I continue, recovering quickly, “nobody tells me how and when to change. Where is the shower block?”
Gripping the white collared shirt, I jog over concrete to where he points.
“Amelia, where the hell are you?” I ask, tugging off my top. 
“Bugger off,” a voice responds, its tone sounding much like Delvin. “You didn’t even believe Amelia was real when you saw her, so why do you want her now?”
“Because I thought Amelia was me, and I was her. Like I’m pretending, playing games to make myself less afraid. If Amelia is real, like really real, and she can fly without turning my body into a ball of sweat, I’d like to invite her to come with me.”
“Oh, it’s like that, is it?” the voice, Delvin, says. “Unlucky for you, Amelia also wants you to bugger off.”
Washing sweat off my hands, I say, “Great, thanks a bunch.” 
I leave the shower block to find India Romeo bathing in the sun.

“What was that back there?” Jake asks, once we’re taxiing toward the runway. 
Looking around the cockpit, it’s clear India Romeo is old. Not only is her interior dated, but she has that scent common to aging aircraft, of oil and fuel, and human sweat. Her panel comprises the usual pilot’s six pack, telling me our airspeed, current altitude, vertical speed, aircraft attitude, heading, and how clean our turns are.  
Realizing Jake’s question wasn’t rhetorical, I say, “Oh, you know, nothing really.” 
I’m sitting in the lefthand pilot’s seat, though Jake said we’d need to use much of the flight to run through a series of airworthiness checks. I’m just hoping he runs through them rather than me. Like Delvin says, I’m a nervous pilot and after realizing the boundary between me and my fantasy-Amelia is more pronounced than I thought, I’m upset she’s holding out on me. 
“Okay, it’s more than nothing,” I continue, realizing my earlier comment was too flippant, too offhand. “I don’t see why it’s okay for men to whip off their tops while women can’t, especially when I’ve seen countless numbers of men with far bigger and hairier boobs than mine.”
“Oh really?” Jake says, giggling at the visual. “And I’m assuming you don’t find that sexy. What is your preferred body type?”
Telling myself to get on with it, fake it until I make it, I smile. “I don’t have one, Jake.”
“Hmm, everybody has one, Maria.”
“India Romeo, you are cleared for immediate departure,” the radio pipes up, saving me from the question. I can’t tell whether the voice belongs to Cliff, though I hope it does. He’s an easy-going, likable, and very safe guy. Meaning nothing has happened with him like it did with Jake. 
Lining up on the runway, Jake pushes the throttle to full power and allows the airplane to roll. As our speed increases, propeller torque tries to tug us left, but Jake presses his right foot forward, swinging the rudder to counterbalance our drift. At fifty-five knots, he applies back pressure to the control column, and we lift into the skies.
“It’s beautiful,” I whisper, once we’ve reached three-thousand feet. 
With the rich blue Mediterranean stretching beneath us, the colors are different up here. There’s a reason why so many astronauts embrace spirituality or religion––that fear of being a terrifyingly small dot in a vast landscape. This particular landscape, this island of mine, with her undulating fields and weaving coastline, feels so soft and so very feminine. And flying above her? Well, that’s a strikingly different experience to flying above the harsh masculinity of outer London. I love it here, I realize. I really do.
“See the mountains?” Jake asks, pointing to our right.
I can, though barely. We haven’t been able to see them through the humidity since I arrived. “And what's that on the cliffs?” I ask.
“Those are Roman ruins,” Jake says, opening a checklist. “I recommend paying a visit. There are the usual mosaics and buildings, of course. But, the best thing is the amphitheater, where music and theater groups perform. Maybe I'll take you one day.”
“As friends?” I ask, wanting to check our status.
“Yes, as purely platonic friends, though good ones, I hope.” 
Pointing over our cowling, he says, “Those red rooftops you see in the distance belong to Episkopi Garrison. That’s where I live, and there are amazing views from several points. While Akrotiri has the beaches, Episkopi has several bays and the whole panorama.”
“Which is your preference?” I ask, not sure how I’d ever be able to choose.
Pausing for a moment, Jake says, “Being up here. Always up here, but are you ready to run through some checks?” 
Not giving me a moment to answer, Jake shifts the aircraft into a left bank. 
“Going back to my upbringing,” he says, holding the horizon steady as we turn. “Mom is American, while my dad was British.” 
Leveling, he tilts our wings into a right bank. “They were military brats and met in Germany as teenagers.” 
Restoring us to fly straight and level, Jake reduces power and lifts the nose into slow flight. “Dad joined the paratroopers, and Mom returned to America and went to West Point, then joined the medical field.” 
Airflow passing over the wings breaks up and the aircraft wallows, making my entire body sweat. “She put in a few years then retired from the military and married my dad.” 
The left wing drops with a vicious snap and after pushing the nose down, Jake stabilizes our spin with a kick on the opposite rudder. “Unfortunately, my dad had an untimely stroke and passed away several years ago.” 
Adding power, Jake pulls up the nose until we're restored to straight and level flight. “Mom now lives in Nashville, Tennessee. Belle Meade, actually, which is a very fancy area. The good news is India Romeo's flying better than ever.” 
Releasing the control column, Jake says, “You have control.”
And that's when everything goes to shit.
 
Chapter 6
“It was a pterodactyl with a twenty-foot wingspan,” I manage to say, though I’m laughing so hard my face hurts. In the four weeks since my inaugural island flight, it turns out Jayne is the only one not to have witnessed or heard the story. 
“I was there, and it was a crow,” Jake says. His bow tie, blue vest, and red uniform jacket make him look like an eligible prince in a Hallmark movie. And he’s in good company.
This evening marked my first official officer’s dinner, and diners came wearing formal mess uniforms, dinner suits, or slinky black gowns like mine. There were even five kilted bagpipers who marched our senior officers into the dining hall, and marched them back out at the end, though by then, the bagpiper’s drones sounded a whole lot drunker. 
“Though it might have been a teeny tiny bluebird,” Jake says, grinning across the patio table.
Having the best evening ever, I smile back. “But why are you trying to downplay the horror I faced, especially when you were there?”
“Because Cliff called once we landed and felt it might have been a starling.”
“I heard it was a tit,” Frankie says, “or a massive pair of tits.”
Brandy sour erupts from Cliff's mouth, dribbles down his black bow tie and onto his white shirt. His uniform is almost identical to Jayne’s, but with trousers rather than a skirt. She wears it better, however, because while Jayne looks more feminine than should be possible in a uniform jacket and long shapeless skirt, the alcohol dribbling down Cliff’s chin makes him look ridiculous.
Holding my ribs because they hurt so much, I say, “Frankie, you were looking for an excuse to say tits, so well done, you found it. Jake, you’re under-exaggerating, which after knowing you for nearly a month, I can say is a first. And Cliff, you were in the tower. You must have seen how big the bird was. Can you be honest for a moment?”
Using a napkin to dab his uniform, Cliff nods. “Okay, sure, but the stories in the telling, so start from the beginning. We promise to be good.”
“And I’ll hold them to it,” Jayne says, dishing out stern looks.
“Yeah, but you’re going to be disappointed,” I say, bursting out laughing again. “Oh shit, Maria, shit. Okay, I’m good. I’m in control.”
“Shame that wasn’t the case in the cockpit,” Jake says, triggering even louder guffaws. 
“You have to stop,” I say, feeling sorry for Jayne. Despite having no clue what’s causing our behavior, the poor woman is laughing alongside us. 
“Okay, and though the story is spectacularly boring, I’ll tell it anyway. It’s my first on-island flight and Jake’s running through a few airworthiness checks, which involves throwing the aircraft every which way. He’s telling me about his family, so I’m focusing on that rather than flying, when he lets go of the control column and says, you have control. Turns out the last thing I have is control, and in panicking, I manage to break up the airflow over the wings and put us an incipient spin––”
“Oh no,” Jayne says, “but what does that mean, exactly?”
“It means one wing was flying better than the other, so the non-flying wing dropped, and the aircraft rolled and yawed to one side.”
“Were you scared?”
“Terrified, but Jake let me fix the situation, and once I had that under control, I reached for the power knob but accidentally gripped the mixture control and––”
“She cut the fuel flow,” Jake interrupts. “Or she tried to. She literally gripped the mixture control and tried to reduce fuel flow into the engine.”
“Yes, but I realized and fixed it,” I say in my defense, sending Cliff and Frankie over the edge. “And you have to admit, the incipient spin was a good one.”
“And that’s funny?” Jayne asks, looking at the men and me as though we’re prize idiots. “That’s what we’ve been laughing at?”
“No,” I tell her, “because that’s only the first thing that went wrong. After the engine recovered, no matter what I did, I couldn’t make the aircraft climb. It turns out the momentary lack of fuel flow invited ice to form in the carburetor.”
Eyes as large as saucers, she asks, “You managed to make ice while flying in Cyprus? How is that even possible?”
Of course, this kicks off another round of laughter. Why wouldn’t it?
“That’s a question I’m still pondering,” I say, after Frankie runs to the bar and brings back a large bucket of ice topped by a plastic aircraft. “But it has to do with moisture in the air.” Grabbing the model, I pretend it's flying and wallowing. “Anyway, we were looking for a field to plant the aircraft in when the engine miraculously recovered.”
Obviously, my plastic aircraft gains a little altitude over the table. 
“Okay, so where does the pterodactyl fit in?”
“Or the massive tits,” Frankie adds.
Laughing, I pretend to line up my model on final approach to land. “Ah, so once I've calmed down enough to prove I can actually handle an aircraft, I have us descending on steady finals when the biggest bird I’ve ever seen appears from who-knows-where and blocks the light.”
My spare hand is the bird.
“It did,” Jake says, calmer now. “It came really close, Jayne, meaning we were lucky.”
“And that’s why you’re all laughing so much?” Swiping up the aircraft once it’s successfully landed on the table, Jayne says, “Jesus, Maria, I can understand the men’s ridiculousness, but you? Hasn’t it put you off flying for life?”
I don’t answer because my mind has gone blank.
“You’ve returned,” a voice says, startling me so badly I push against a wall and scrape my ear. “Maria, this is such a pleasant surprise.”
It is?
No, it is not. Where the hell am I?
Inside my mind again, I have to be. Are there monsters? Nope, can’t hear any. Cave? Doesn't feel or look like it. Tunnel? Absolutely. Light? A general glow, no tiny pinprick. A door? Yes.
I’m beside the fucking guardroom. 
“What the hell?” I whisper-shout. “I need to go back, I’m in the middle of a story.”
“The one where you panic and nearly hit the only pterodactyl to survive a devastating meteor impact? We’ve heard it, Maria, and you really ought to play up the way you recover and continue flying. Still, Delvin has taken over the story and hopefully he’ll include that.”
Hmm, maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing, especially after seeing Jayne’s concern.
“Okay, but why can I hear music?”
“What happens with you, happens with us. You’re in a fancy party dress, so maybe our guards picked up on your celebratory mood. But I’ve been remiss in not introducing myself. I’m Iris, and it’s good to meet you face to face.”
“Except I can’t see your face,” I tell her. “And that’s not party music. It sounds like the Red Army choir.”
“We have different tastes, I suppose, but listen. A shift change is due, during which this area will be unoccupied. Thanks to budget cuts by the communists, the guards don’t overlap their men.”
“Budget cuts and communists,” I repeat, wondering how we’ve transitioned from partying to communism. “Are you expecting me to believe we’re in the middle of another cold war?”
Ignoring my question, a tiny glow rises through the air, revealing a pair of little fluorescent hands moving around a chunky wristwatch. “Stolen,” Iris says. “I took it from a drunk guard two weeks ago. It beats guessing the time. We can get you one if you’d like.”
“Oh, that would be wonderful,” I lie, because how could I possibly wear a wristwatch stolen from an inside guard? I’d be like the fairytale king with the invisible suit because, you know what, he was led to believe a whole bunch of lies too.
Touching my arm, Iris says, “They’re leaving their seats, meaning we have between five and ten seconds to get through the light, and to the opposite shadows.”
“Oh, it gets better by the minute. And no doubt it’s absolutely essential we do that.” 
“It is,” Iris whispers, her voice no longer disguised by music. “But only if you want to see our world.” 
“Maybe I don’t want to see anything, Iris, especially your world.”
Ignoring me, the woman leans forward to peek through the door. “Cameras monitor everything, but our people suspect nobody watches the screens all day, every day. Still, I'd like you to crouch."
“Is that a suggestion or an order?” I ask, the very moment a loud metallic ratcheting sound prompts my body to crash to the ground. 
"That’s their escape hatch," Iris mouths, dropping alongside me. “Are you alright down there?”
“Alright, Iris? No, I’m not bloody well alright. I’m shitting myself.”
“You outsiders have a nasty habit of that,” she says, tugging at my arm. “It’s all very human, but come on, Maria, get on your feet.”
Doing it, though my hands remain pressed against the ground, she says, “Okay, that’s it,” then, “ready, set, go,” like this is the school’s field day. 
“I hope I get a rosette, or a ribbon,” I say, using humor to squash my nerves.
Iris, suddenly deaf, shoves me toward the light. “Don’t stand up, get down lower!” she says, ramming her fist into my back. 
Like a pair of idiots, we crouch-run into a long, narrow room where green metal cabinets line each wall, and levers and wheels protrude from panels labeled with a text I can’t read. Three heavy pistons cycle in rhythm, hissing like snakes. From my ridiculously low vantage point, it appears to be a control center, and is pungent with the odor of oil and grease, and hot sweaty men.
“This is revolting,” I say, feeling a spasm in my thigh. 
“Sh, Maria, we don’t know if they have mics.”
“Would it matter over the noise of those pistons? Can I look around, just for a moment?”
“No, this isn’t the place to get curious, Maria. Keep running.”
We make it through the room, through another door and into a tunnel, where Iris drags me into the shadows. Peering through the ajar door, we watch a pair of guards enter the control room and hang their rifles. One ratchets the escape hatch shut, causing a strong gust of air to travel the tunnel like a ghost, or a phantom, or a hallucination, because guess what? This isn’t real. That being said, watching the other man checking dials and making notes on a clipboard, I feel more alive than I have since my inaugural flight. Danger does that for a girl.
“It does,” Iris says. “But don’t get too hyper. We need to walk, and I’d like you to be somewhat quiet.”
More weak lights cast a feeble glow over dark, shimmering walls, but I don’t care. My bravery has turned me into a superhero, and as such, those guards are just silly little men. There’s a reason for them, I know it, but after Iris said they shoot to kill, the first pair I came across missed––both of them. They don’t want to kill me. 
“You hope,” Iris says, making a turn. 
“Seriously, Iris, could you please stop listening to my thoughts?”
Pointing out a set of steps whittled into stone, she says no. “I’m afraid I can’t, but if I could, I assure you I would. Your thoughts aren’t always nice.”
Following her down the steps, I say, “Fine, but tell me whose are.” 
At last, the tunnel widens and makes another turn, and with more light to assist, we slip through an arched doorway. Descending a wooden ramp, we arrive in a much larger tunnel, with a pair of railway tracks running down the middle, and daylight beyond. 
“Fresh air,” I yell, wanting to run for the exit. 
“No wait,” Iris says, followed by, “oh, damn it, Amelia. Maria, get down.”
“Again?” I ask, hearing something––not a train, the tracks aren’t vibrating or humming. “Why, this time?”
When the rumble morphs into a thunderous growl, I drop back down to the ground and press my palms against my ears. Damn, it’s loud. What the hell is it?
Iris looks like she’s trying to shout something, but the noise is making the air, the tunnel, and my body vibrate. Knowing the growl is coming from my left, I look to see a pair of lights near the tunnel’s ceiling, the distance between them widening as the sound gets louder, and nearer. 
“It’s an airplane,” I yell, pressing my cheek to the ground. The craft whips over our bodies and out through the entrance, where it swings right and disappears from view.
Once the air has settled, and our bodies have too, Iris lifts her head. “Amelia is a daredevil and has no sense.”
“I beg to differ,” I say, sitting up and brushing dirt off my slinky dress. “The way she navigated this tunnel, she must have a sixth sense. What she does lack is the ability to separate good ideas from bad.”
Shuffling to lean against the tunnel wall, Iris smiles. “Though it pains me to say this, I believe you may be right.”
“Really, and is that meant to be a half-baked compliment or an insult?” I ask, turning her smile into a laugh.
Shuffling over to join her, Iris and I sit in silence for a moment of solidarity––assuming a woman and her imaginary insider can experience such a thing. Regardless, it feels good.
Too soon for my liking, Iris stands and reaches out a hand.
“So that’s it, the moment’s over?” I ask, taking it. 
“Assuming you haven’t come this far for no reason, then yes, but do you think you could make a little effort?”
“I’m trying,” I say, realizing just how much my legs are still shaking.
Stepping into the center of the tunnel, Iris looks from darkness to light, and back to darkness. “Okay, so which way?” she asks, like there’s really an option. I’ve had enough of tunnels, communist guards, and aircraft scaring me witless, so I point toward the light. 
“Good choice,” Iris says, leading the way, “but I do need to warn you…” 
Though she continues to speak, I’m distracted by a group of tiny, winged bugs, playing inside a cloud of pollen. The light from outside illuminates their orb, making it glow like the whole thing is a single life. Feeling the urge to join them, I lift a hand and swirl it around, fascinated by the patterns I create. 
When I look up from the bugs to find Iris watching me, it’s as though I see her for the very first time. Sure, she looks as I remember from the beach, with her 1940s uniform and curly bobbed hair, but there’s something different––special maybe, or important, meaningful. Perhaps it’s the light glowing behind her, or her hair lifting in the breeze, or the wings I feel she should be wearing but isn’t. Whatever, she looks like an angel.  
“Come see,” Iris says, using a hand to call me. 
“Are you taking me to heaven,” I ask. “Is this what dying feels like, like I’m standing on a precipice waiting to pass from dark to light?”
Pushing my hand forward so the sun creeps up my wrist, my palm feels warm and soothed. I lift my other arm and push my fingers into the light, feeling the same warmth, then I take a step, and another, and another, until the sun has swallowed me entirely. 
“Ready?” Iris asks, reaching to take my hand.
Wrapping my fingers around hers, I take a final step to stand beside her, and though I was expecting something special, what unfolds in a valley spread beneath me is magnificent. 
Swirling pastures of green and gold surround a village of timber-framed homes, a white-painted steeple at its center. A large lake attracts the sun, its shimmering surface and the tail-shaped river feeding it, making the water look alive. Wooded slopes reach into rolling hills, and all around the horizon, rugged mountaintops drip with snow. It looks like the Alsace region of France, and the alps, and the Austrian lake district, wrapped up in one. 
“It's amazing,” I whisper, “otherworldly. Iris. I… I don’t know what to say. It’s like something from a travel magazine, but better. Like all the best photos have been cut out and stitched together.”
Pausing, I understand what Marcus meant when he mentioned the photos. I found them recently, in one of several boxes I shipped from England. Of course, I must have already known I had them, otherwise they’d never have been packed, but then I forgot. Or for whatever reason, deliberately didn’t remember. It’s hard to make sense of what I’m seeing, what I do and don’t know, and what I do and don’t remember. 
“I understand,” Iris says, though I’m not sure which part she’s commenting on. “And what else does the view make you think of?”
Another picture comes to mind. “My book of fairytales,” I say, speaking before processing my thoughts. “The one I received at Christmas, when I was three, or maybe four years old. Look, there’s the church and the fountain, and the brightly painted houses, and the river and the lake, and the farms in the meadows. I remember it clearly now,” I say, hearing my voice choke. “All of it, Iris, every little bit."
Nodding, she says, “This became your place of safety when you were afraid.”


And she just had to say that, didn’t she?
Fighting intrusive thoughts of the Brighton house, my parents, my aunts and uncles, I tell her I don’t want to talk about such things. “Tell me how it got here instead.”
“You built it,” Iris says, looking at me in a way I don’t like. 
Not seeing how I could have built all this, given I’m not actually God, I ask whether the place has a name. 
“Think for a moment, and I bet you’ll find your answer.”
I don’t want to go back in time and think. “No, Iris, I just want to be told. Please.”
“Are you sure?”
Yes, I’m more than sure, because I don’t like the way I’m feeling inside. Still, thoughts come to my head. “Moscova. I used to call myself Maria Moscova, the Little Russian girl. Silly, I know, but what’s my obsession with Russia?”
“We’re still trying to figure that out,” Iris says, “and getting into our various whys and wherefores might overwhelm you. Are you ready to return to your party?”
“My party?” I repeat, realizing I have no desire to leave. 
No, I want to walk down the gravel pathway hidden between overgrown bushes, and paddle in the lake, and dance around the swirling crops, and see if there’s a cafe in the village, preferably with open air seating because the temperature here is perfect. 
“Let’s sit for a moment,” Iris says, pointing toward a bench.
Deciding to accept whatever she’s willing to share, I follow her and take a seat, glad I’m able to watch the panorama through the trees, though it’s pretty up here too. Wild, with butterflies and dragonflies flitting between bushes and flowers. It even smells like England, but richer, softer, possibly sweeter. 
“I think you’re mixing in Mediterranean smells,” Iris says, “but going back to how you built this place, it happened when you were very small, and it’s lived inside your head ever since. The older you got, the more you began to forget, though your discovery of those photographs proves something must have lingered. And…” she says, dragging out the word. “We mentioned this was your place of safety.”
“Okay,” I say, telling myself to bite the bullet. “Why did I need a place of safety?”
“You’re gonna tell her?” Delvin asks, emerging from the tunnel wearing workman overalls and carrying a tool bag in his hand. He’s the last person I expected to see, and with good reason.
Jumping to my feet, I charge in his direction. “What the fuck are you doing here, Delvin? You’re meant to be outside, telling the ridiculous flying story to my friends.”
“I was,” he says, kicking a rock, “and I did it a million times better than you, but then I got bored and let you faint. It’s just as well I did though, because Iris…” Looking behind me, he says, “that kind of disclosure is a big no-no. The Old Mother––”
“Stop,” Iris shouts, making Delvin startle, which frankly, he deserves. “That kind of disclosure has been approved, Delvin, while other things have not.”
“And I have no doubt you exaggerated my story to the point of ridiculousness,” I say, too angry about my own shit to care about theirs. “But why did you let me faint, you fool, and where the fuck is your big buddy, Marcus?” 
“Working inside the tunnel, Maria, and for your information, we’re making a few repairs that Amelia radioed in. There’s a hydraulic leak spilling onto the tracks, and everything needs to be up to scratch before we––”
“Use another train,” Iris interrupts again, moving to stand between Delvin and me. 
“You actually have trains here?” I ask, realizing it’s a foolish question even before finishing my sentence.
“No,” Delvin says, stepping to one side and smothering a smirk with a greasy fist. “We just built the tracks to look pretty. Of course we have trains. Maria. We also have the world’s shittiest cars because you thought it’d be a good idea to make them like communist heaps, but the tractors aren’t bad. Amelia has a couple of aircraft, which are only good because she built them and not you, and also because Lawrence––”
“Good heavens,” Iris squeals, waving her arms in the air. “Don’t you say anything about my disclosures, Delvin. Please leave and do it quickly.”
“No,” I say, over my own shit enough to enjoy their to-and-fro, “please continue. I want to hear it all, preferably with more opinions and accusations, plus who’s the Old Mother, and who’s this Lawrence?”
“Nobody,” Delvin says, hustling back toward the tunnel. “Go home, Maria.”
“No, wait,” I shout, following as far as the tunnel entrance. “I know a man named Lawrie. Is that him?”
“I told you to go home.”
“You’ll get lost,” I shout, watching Delvin disappear into darkness without a light.
“No, I fucking won’t,” he calls back, voice echoing off tunnel walls. “And by the way, I was joking about letting your body faint.”
“Okay, Delvin, so who’s inside my body?”
“The woman in the sparkly red dress.”
“Oh fuck,” I shout, pushing myself forward.

“And she’s alive,” Frankie says. “I told you she was fine.”
I’m lying on a floral-patterned couch, looking from Frankie’s face, to Jayne’s, then Cliff’s, and finally Jake’s. “Why am I here?” I ask, not seeing the woman in the red dress. 
Fanning my face with a magazine, Jayne tells me I fainted. “And an American pilot carried you off the patio and brought you here. He said he hopes you feel better soon.”
“And now we’re sure the drama’s over,” Frankie says, “we menfolk are going to leave you ladies alone.”
Once they’re gone, Jayne asks if I’m okay to talk. “Something has been on my mind, and if you’re feeling okay, I’d like to tell you.”
Noting her pained expression, I fear the worst. 
“The thing is, Maria, I’m actually, well, I’m…”
Fiddling with her fingers, she makes a weird humming sound. 
“Just spit it out,” I say. “Oh no, you’re married aren’t you?”
“No, far from it, but…”
Lifting my hands to my face, I drag them down my cheeks. “Please Jayne, if you’re sick, just tell me.”
“Sick?” she says, looking worse than she did. “No, Maria, I’m not sick. I’m a lesbian.”
“Well, that sucks,” Delvin says, appearing in his filthy maintenance overalls and dropping onto the couch. 
“Is that all?” I ask, ignoring him. “You had me really scared for a moment but listen. I went to a college of music and drama where a good chunk of the student body was gay. I couldn’t have given a hoot then, and I still don’t now. But I do have a question. We just spent two weeks flirting with visiting tornado pilots and didn’t pay for a single drink the entire time. No judgment, Jayne, but you looked very, very straight then.”
“I know,” she says, “but it’s all a cover.”
“Oh, well this is complete shit,” Delvin laments. “Because you do realize being gay in the military isn’t legal, right?”
Oh fuck, that’s true. 
“Are you dating somebody?” I ask.
When she nods, Delvin says, “And there you have it. Soon enough we’ll be visiting her in the clink.”

Chapter 7
Phone wedged between my jaw and shoulder, I’m rifling through an unpacked shipment box. November winds have tugged a marauding chill over the island, and as Frankie and Cliff have decided to grill on the rear patio, I need to dig out warmer clothing.	
“But really, Maria,” Penelope says, a mixture of congestion and disdain thickening her tone. “Jayne’s gay and you didn’t see it? Your gaydar must have malfunctioned, girl. Either that, or it’s underpowered because you’ve replaced us artsy-fartsy types with your military folk, where anything other than being straight is illegal. But still, is she cute?”
“Yes, Penelope, she’s very cute.”
Though I don’t want to admit it, I’m confused as to how Jayne’s sexuality escaped my notice, especially as Penelope is right, and I really did develop a pretty decent gaydar under her tutelage. The good news is, if mine is failing others will too, meaning Delvin’s doomsday prediction may prove wrong. “But remember, she’s also a friend, and that brings certain rules.”
Penelope sniffs, and I’m not sure whether it’s because she’s being haughty, or because she has a cold, so I decide it’s a little of both. “I know, I know, I’ve promised not to date friends of yours and Debbie’s, but damn it, Maria, I’ve always fancied the idea of a woman in uniform.”
Smiling, I’m very aware of this fact. Though Penelope might be classified as a feminine yet debonair character, all bets are off once she sees a female firefighter. It’s something about their helmets, she told us once, though I’m not sure how a banged-up firefighter helmet can be considered sexy.
Finding only travel books and towels in this box, I open the one next to it. “But Jayne is more than just a uniform, Penelope. She’s artistic, creative, compassionate, fun to be around, and—”
“Oh really?” my friend interrupts, in a way that tells me she’s smiling. Meanwhile, I’m irritated, because the deeper I dig, the more I’m finding I didn’t ship for cold weather. “It sounds like you’re the one in love with her.”
“No, I am not,” I say, dumping the box’s contents onto the carpet and throwing the empty across the room. I mean seriously, who needs seventeen pairs of ankle socks and four beach towels? 
“So, when did she tell you?” Penelope asks, before launching into a coughing fit. She sounds terrible, and as opera singers and colds are not the best of friends, Penelope is especially grouchy when a virus goes to her chest. I have no doubt poor Debbie has had an earful, as Penelope always turns to her when she’s sick. 
“Several weeks ago,” I say, wondering where the last month has gone. Work, beaches, exploring the island, and flying lessons, most probably. “And besides, she’s dating somebody already.”
“Oh really?” Penelope says. “Somebody on base?”
At last, I find a box containing long-sleeved shirts and hopefully, a few sweaters. “Probably, though I don’t know for sure. She’s playing her cards close to her chest, for obvious and understandable reasons.”
“Hmm, so it’s probably another woman in uniform?” Penelope asks, her tone dreamy. 
It wouldn’t sound dreamy if she could see what’s at the bottom of this box. I have a total of two sweaters. Unfolding the first, I find myself looking at Santa’s naked butt. The second has a cat sewn onto the chest, her fur fashioned to make the poor thing look like she stuck her paw in a power outlet. Given this is only November, the cat is my preference. 
“Are you still there?” Penelope asks.
“Yes, my friend, and I know that dreamy voice.” Grabbing the jeans I arrived in, I tug them over my legs. “But even with that, you sound terrible, Penelope. Are you taking anything to help?”
“Yes, but I still feel like shit. I’m meant to be performing in the warmth of Spain, but here I am, coughing my guts up in London. What’s the weather like in Utopia?”
Pulling a blue t-shirt over my bra, I wander over to my window and open it. “Chillier than I'd have expected, and an ominous layer of cloud has spent the day shrouding the Troodos Mountains. Does that help your mood, any?”
“Barely, but I appreciate the effort. But all joking aside, I’m concerned for Jayne. Is she serious about the girl she’s dating?”
“Honestly, I have no idea.”
“Whyever not?” my friend asks. “Are you telling me you haven’t questioned her to death, that you’re breaking Code 1988, and are failing to activate Operation Nosy Bitch?”
“Yes,” I say, laughing at the contract we drew up while drunk. “But only because I don’t feel comfortable grilling her for information. The truth is, I’m scared but also sad for her.”
“Sad because she’s gay or because she’s in hiding?”
“You’re being obtuse,” I tell Penelope, while jostling the cat sweater over my head. “I wonder why she decided to join up?”
“Maybe to run away from something, like you did,” Penelope says. “Sorry, Maria, that was well below the belt, but while we’re on the subject of your complicated little mind, how are all your insiders?”
“They’re annoying as fuck,” I say, pushing my arms through the sleeves, then sitting to pull on a pair of gym shoes. “But the good news is I’m learning more about my inner world.”
Penelope’s gasp turns into a cough. “And you’ve decided that’s good news? After all you’ve done to avoid it over the years, like employing a hypnotherapist to eliminate your insiders, and trying to escape?”
“Yes, Penelope, because I’ve discovered there’s an entire physical world inside my head, and it’s beautiful. Sometimes, I just like to slip inside and enjoy it.”
Laughing, Penelope says, “Says the straight girl to the lesbian. Sorry, that’s an inappropriate sex joke from a sick and tortured soul, but this is enormous news, Maria. I’m excited for you. And for them, actually.”
“Yeah, but don’t get too carried away with your excitement, because I still get pissed off at the buggers.”
“Life’s a journey, Maria, not a destination, but I’m going to have to hang up. My mother has been calling all day, and I’m afraid she’ll send the police over for a wellness check if I don’t call her back soon.”
“Okay, you do that,” I say, followed by, “sorry, that sounded rude.”
And it did, because I’m angry, and worse, jealous. The moment I met Penelope’s parents, I wanted them to be mine. Like really, seriously, I started fantasizing about them falling in love with me and wanting to keep me as their own. In my mind, I was younger, and they made me a special bedroom with a locking door, and read me bedtime stories, and they hugged me and kissed me, and gave me what I didn’t have in real life. It was the same with Debbie’s parents, and parents of other friends throughout the years. 
“I know,” Penelope says, her voice so low I feel tears in my eyes. “Believe me, Maria, I know, and I’m sorry. I wish your childhood had been different too. Have you heard from your father?”
Shaking my head, I realize she can’t see me. “No,” I say, not bothering to hide my sniffles. “Not since I confronted him about my memories, which remain few and far between.”
“And how long ago was that?”
“Three or four years,” I say, telling myself to buck up. “Actually, it might be five, but that’s okay, Penelope. I don’t need what he brings to the table, which is deceit and denial. Plus, I have you and Debbie, and your parents and hers, and my new friends here, so I’m doing okay.”
“No chance you’ve tried looking for a therapist then?” she asks, hope evident in her tone.
I hate to disappoint, but I have to. “No, because I don’t believe I’d find one here any better than those back home, plus there’s the language issue.” Then, remembering another certain person, I say, “But Delvin has. He’s found an inside therapist called Brooks, who’s tall and according to him, looks more like a boy than a girl, and is kind, and smart, and is going to help him a lot.”
“Hmm,” Penelope says, “if only this person was real.”
“True, but I don’t want you worrying, Penelope. I’m doing really well here, I promise. Now, go call your mum and send her my love.”
Ringing off, Penelope knows I’m crying, but she also knows sticking with me when I am doesn’t help. All my friends can ever do is wait, then check in later, which despite her cold, I know she will. I’m also confident she’s texting Debbie right now, telling her I might appreciate a little extra love. 
Once my eyes have returned to their normal, non-bloodshot color, and Debbie has texted asking if we can chat later this evening, I arrive on the patio to find Cliff and Frankie standing shoulder to shoulder. Presumably, they’re protecting the coals from the wind, though they’re also knocking back beer and bickering over which branch of the military is best.
“Something smells good,” Jake says, appearing with Jayne in tow, both dressed in their winter uniforms. Taking one look at me, Jake snorts. “Um, wow Maria, that’s quite a sweater.”
Having forgotten what I’m wearing, I say, “Oh right, do you like it? It’s intentionally ugly.”
“We can see that, and I’m hoping that’s exactly why you bought it.”
Feeling much better for seeing my friends’ broad smiles, I tell Jake I’m not sure what possessed me to acquire it. “But I’m optimistic that’s why I kept it. I can always change into my naked Santa-butt sweatshirt if you’d all prefer.”
Licking a finger, Jake holds it in the air and pulls a face. “No, the cat is absolutely fine, Maria, but I am worried about the weather. There’s quite a storm forming over the ocean, and it’s moving fast, with a significant drop in pressure, high gusting winds, and potential for structural damage.”
“You got all that from a wet finger?” Jayne asks.
Grinning, Jake lowers his hand. “No, from a weather briefing, but a wet finger always helps.”
“So I’ve heard,” Jayne says. 
Knowing I went to college with a bunch of lesbians, and even lived with one, she gives me a sly grin. On the other hand, her comment blows right over the heads of the men. That might be because she hasn’t shared her sexuality with them, but it’s more likely because Frankie is giggling loudly, meaning he’s up to no good. 
“Okay, my sausage is ready,” he says, turning with a hotdog held against his groin, and a split and crushed bread roll forming a pair of white testicles. “Anybody up for a quick nibble?”
“That’ll be a firm no,” Jake says, scrunching his eyes closed. 
“Firm?” Frankie says, using his thumb to make the sausage stand upright. “And I’m not offering it to you, Jake. Any takers, ladies?”
“Oh, for goodness’ sake,” Jayne says, grabbing the hotdog and dumping it on a cracked plate. “Be a good boy and pass me a fresh bun.”
Frankie is opening the bun wrapper when a gust of wind picks up the hairy fabric of my sweater, making the cat seem like it’s running. I’m about to point it out when an even stronger gust turns the trash can on its side. 
“Ketchup?” Frankie asks, like nothing is amiss.
A branch flies over the building and lands at his feet. 
“Or mustard if you’d prefer.”
A flash lights the sky, making me blink. 
“How about a little squirt of both?” Jayne asks. 
The hair on my cat sweater seems to stand on end. 
“This isn’t bad,” Jake says, taking a bite. 
A rumble prompts me to eat quickly, because as sure as an electrical surge will cause electronics to flicker, I feel the storm coming.
Something makes a chirping sound. Pulling a beeper from his pocket, Cliff says, “Looks like Jake’s forecasters are right. Thanks to Mother Nature, I’m needed at work.”
“Why?” I ask, arm hairs prickling and standing on end. “Isn’t it too windy to fly?”
“Typically, yes, but if there’s an emergency at sea then no, this isn’t too windy.”
“I wouldn’t want to fly a helicopter in this,” I say, not liking the crawling sensations I feel running down my back. This is how I feel inside the cave, near my internal monsters, not out here. Looking around the patio, and over the litter tray, I’m surprised to find everything appears normal. 
Frankie pulls out a device similar to the one Cliff holds. “Oops, looks like I’m up too. As Cliff and I cooked, would the rest of you mind cleaning this up?”
Another branch travels over the roof, the wind carrying it as far as the grass. 
Nodding, Jayne makes for the bag of supplies. “That’s fine, and then I’ll take a bath.”
Jake stops her. “Go ahead and take one now. Maria and I have this, and besides, there’s something I want to talk to her about.”
“There is?” I ask, not liking the way that sounds. “Am I in trouble, Jake?”
“Trouble?” he asks, frowning. “Why would you be in trouble, Maria?”
“I don’t know, except I feel like I am.” 
Watching my friends step inside the block, I realize I’m nervous to be alone with Jake. Which is ridiculous, as I’m alone with him all the time while flying. But this is different, and something is wrong. I feel it in my bones, because without a doubt, something, somewhere is most terribly wrong. 
“Of course you’re not in trouble,” Jake says, arms loaded with food and plates. “But I’d like to drive along the flightline. If we hurry, we can check the club aircraft are securely tied down before this thing really kicks off.”
“You want me to come with you?” I ask, dumping the rolls on the countertop before Jake spots me shaking. 
“You don’t have to,” he says. “But I’d appreciate your help.”
I want to say no, tell him it’s not safe, but I can’t. He needs me, and he wants to discuss something. But I’d really like to find Jayne, maybe sit in one of her chairs. Her room is so much nicer than mine, and she has fairy lights, and paintings of Scotland. I could make my own tea, I wouldn’t stop her bathing. 
“Okay, I’ll come,” I say, telling myself to buck up again. 
But I don’t want to. I really don’t want to. 
“Good, we’ll clean the plates once we’re back. This really shouldn’t take long.”
“Famous last words,” I whisper. 
Leaving the block, we find the rain has started and it’s coming down hard. 
“So maybe we won’t get there in time,” Jake says.
Not helpful, Jake. Not helpful. 
“Can we use your car?” he asks, looking at my brand new RAV4. “It has four-wheel drive, which will allow us to take a shortcut.”
I know what he’s talking about. I borrowed Frankie’s bicycle, and while exploring the nooks and crannies of the base, I found the sergeant’s mess is separated from the flying club by a slim row of trees. But there’s a gap. 
“Yes. It’s unlocked and there are keys in the glove compartment.”
Who’s going to steal a car on base––another base resident? They’d be caught in an instant.
Throwing open the driver’s side door, it’s clear Jake is taking charge. For once in my life, I’m good with that, but pull this kind of I’m a guy, so I get to drive, shit on a sunny day, or even a perfectly ordinary day, and I’ll be all over his sorry arse. 
Starting the engine, Jake releases the brakes and drives up my street. We’re heading toward the sergeant’s mess when a broken palm branch grasps the corner of our windshield, its leaves splayed like fingers. 
It’s just a branch, I remind myself, just a branch. 
“How do I speed up your wipers?” he asks. “Not that I think they’ll help.”
Finding the switch, the blades move quickly enough to remove the branch. “They’re doing nothing for the rain though,” he says. 
Making a slippery turn, the car crawls toward the row of trees. 
Here we go, a voice shouts in my head. Whether it’s mine or somebody else’s, I don’t know, and right now, I don’t care. The car squeezes through the gap, then bounces onto concrete, passing between the hanger and clubhouse to our left, and the shower block on the right. 
Crossing the street and joining the ramp, I feel like I can breathe again. 
India Romeo and Juliet Bravo are being tugged by the wind, but they seem secure. “There’s debris everywhere,” I say, telling myself that’s okay, that this can be fixed. “The airfield’s a mess, but we can clean that up tomorrow right?”
“Yes,” Jake says, though he seems distracted. “I seem to remember hearing about a third aircraft being parked here overnight, but I’m not seeing anything.”
When movement catches my eye, I know he’s right. 
“Fuck,” Jake shouts, throwing open the door. 
The screech of metal grinding over concrete is awful. 
“Jake, be careful,” I shout, jumping from the car.
The air reeks of fuel, and the aircraft is upside down, meaning gas could be leaking. 
Jake throws himself over the fuselage. A gust pivots the aircraft, spinning with it. 
I know I need to help but my body is panicking, my mind is going haywire. Everywhere, all around me, I’m seeing things I should––world war two pilots running toward their aircraft, their navigators and crew, and military engineers. They’re running with bombs dropping around them and exploding. I hear their screams, and the crackle of flames, the pop of metal distorting and disintegrating. 
“Maria, you need to help me.” Jake shouts.
I can’t move, I’m too scared. I smell my death, I feel it, I don’t want to be here.
“Maria, for fuck’s sake, come and help!”
Having no choice, I run toward the aircraft, bombs dropping to my right, to my left, and behind me. But they’re not bombs, I know it. This is debris from the storm. That’s all, Maria, I promise, that’s all. 
A blanket of yellow lights the sky. “Shit, it’s fork lightning,” Jake says, taking my hand. “That’s all we need.”
A tree branch skids over the ramp and catches the fuselage. It lifts and snaps, spraying splinters of wood over our hands and faces. 
Behind us, a pair of lights slice through the rain. 
It has to be Lawrence, coming to rescue us. But no, it can’t be him. This is Akrotiri. Stop it, I tell myself. You’re scared, Maria, so stop it. 
“I’ve brought sandbags,” a silhouette shouts, his voice familiar, an army truck following close behind him. 
“Cell's about two miles out,” Jake warns, “so prepare to run.”
“To where?” I ask, knowing we’re too far from the clubhouse for safety. Sweeping my eyes across the airfield, I spot a lonely figure standing thirty yards away––hands held above his eyes, like he’s scouring the approach path to runway two-eight.  
“It’s Lawrence,” a voice says, coming from my left.
And though the weather doesn’t change, the voice brings a stillness, a softness, a pause. Sounds become quieter, and though I see everything happening—the lightning, the torrential rain, Jake stabilizing the plane, and Cliff lifting sandbags––lightning is dulled, thunder is stifled, and the rain feels dry.
“He searches the skies every night,” the same voice says.
Turning, I find a young woman standing with her hands in her pockets, blonde hair dancing. “Who are you?” 
“A guard. A friendly guard who pretends to be male.”
“What’s he looking for?” I ask, looking back to the lonely man, who’s standing and waiting and watching.
“For Archie to return.”
“Oh no,” I say, feeling grief build behind my breastbone, “that’s not what I want to hear.” 
Feeling another shift, a deeper one this time, it lifts me from Akrotiri and wafts me away, taking me over Europe and lowering me onto Royal Air Force Biggin Hill. I see the airfield’s grayness, the dark brick buildings, the sheen of water on the ground. And above us, my homeland’s skies, swollen with limping aircraft.
And I am Lawrence.
Watching. 
Waiting.
“I hate this,” I mumble, shivering with fear. 
Counting every plane.
Calculating the losses.
Wishing my friends could be patched up like aircraft, with nails and screws, and tubs of thick glue. 
“Please bring Archie home,” I say, though I’m not sure who I’m talking to.
God?
Myself?
The nazis?
“Please, don’t make me take that train ride to Olive. Archie, come on, where are you?”
The first plane lands and I know it’s not him. I recognize the damage––a dent in its right wing, one we tried but failed to fix. The second to land isn’t one of ours but is piloted by an entertaining fellow named Claridge from Squadron 92. The third and fourth aircraft are heavily damaged, but land safely. The fifth, one of ours, has a smoking engine. 
The aircraft keep coming—two from Squadron 92, another from ours, all with damaged tails, or splintered wings, or undercarriages that fail on landing, or don’t lower at all. 
Another appears flying too low, dragging over trees. Come on, I urge, but its wing catches the treetops, and the plane disappears into a cloud of smoke. 
“No,” I shout. “No, no, no!”
A final aircraft lands safely and limps to a halt. The propeller stops spinning and its pilot climbs from the cockpit. Removing his leather helmet, the man approaches with his head lowered, rests a gloved hand on my shoulder, and leans into my ear. 
“I’m sorry Lawrence, but Archie didn’t make it.”

"You can get off now,” a voice says.
Shivering, I find the rain has stopped and the wind has lessened, but I’m too cold to move. 
“At least it wasn’t one of ours,” Jake says, reaching out a hand to help me.
The guard, leaning against the upturned fuselage, has a foot resting on the wing strut. “Typical male response, but you did good, Maria, really good. We’re proud of you for trying to help.”
Pushing myself away from the aircraft, and the guard and Jake, I tell her that means nothing. “And what I did isn’t worthy of approval,” I continue, noting the woman dressed as a man is tagging alongside me. “I hoped I’d be able to save Archie, and when Iris told me I hadn’t, I still held onto hope. And now I’ve seen Lawrence, walked in his shoes, knowing I failed Archie really hurts.” 
I tell myself to think, keep asking questions. “Is Lawrence another insider?” 
The guard nods. “He’s your internal fisherman. After losing Archie, he lost a piece of himself too. I believe he transferred to the Royal Navy at some point and survived the war. He’s older, with a beard and a hearty laugh, though he only seems at peace beside water, or on a mission.”
“So, he’s friends with Archie, on the inside?” I ask, desperate to hear her say yes.
“Oh no, Maria, no. While you helped Archie during your second flight, he’s ashamed of his failure, and honestly, his anger isn’t manageable. At least not in the village, so he doesn’t live with the others.”
“But what am I meant to do with this information?” 
The guard places her arm around my shoulders. “Well, first you help clear up this mess, and then…” Her tone changes, telling me I’m not going to like what I hear. “You need to address your issues with the woman in the red dress.”
“What issues?” I ask.
Without waiting for an answer, I leave the guard and walk toward Jake and Cliff.
“I’m sorry to hear that, are you disappointed?”
“No, because it means I’ll get to train this little hero.” 
Smiling, Jake places a hand on my shoulder. “Good timing, Maria, because now I can explain to you both. There was a chance I’d be leaving the island, for a promotion, actually. I felt bad because I said I’d get you trained up ready for your license, but the good news is, my senior officers have decided they need to keep me here, at least for a while.”
“That’s what you were going to tell me?” I ask, wondering why I’m not feeling any emotions. Nothing, I'm blank. 
“Yes, but now I should be around for your first solo.”
“You expect me to fly alone?” I ask, feeling those emotions come bouncing back. “After what happened out here?”
“That’s kind of how this works, and you wouldn’t be flying during a storm.”
“Right,” I say, for some reason seeing myself inside a room. A tall person is with me, and though I can’t tell whether they’re male or female, they appear to be holding a wooden box, the lid propped open. I’m sitting on a couch, writing my fears on a piece of paper and once I’m done, I fold the paper and place it inside the box. With the closing of the lid, the events of the evening seem two steps removed, and suddenly, I’m able to breathe again, and smile too.
“Well okay,” I say, grinning at the men. “When do I fly my first solo?”
“When you’re ready,” Jake says. 
“And will I get my shirt displayed on the clubhouse walls like all the others?”
“Yes, but only when you’re ready.”
I’ll be ready in next to no time. He’ll see.
Chapter 8
“Five Juliet Bravo, touch-and-goes approved.” It’s Cliff again, barely able to contain his excitement. He was manning the tower during my awful landing attempts yesterday, so I’m hoping today’s show will be a little less exciting.
“Excellent!” Jake says, once the airplane is set up on final approach. As today’s winds are lighter than they’ve been all week, I’ve managed to establish and maintain a stable descent.
At one-hundred feet, Jake speaks again. “Now watch for the height of a double-decker bus. That’s it, keep going. Pull back the power and raise the nose. Hold it, hold it, hold it…”
Once my wheels squeak onto the runway, Jake says, “That’s an excellent landing. Completely different from yesterday's showdown with the wind. Let’s try again.”
Smiling with him, I retract the flaps and apply full throttle. 
Landings two and three go equally as well, and after my fourth touchdown is so smooth it's hard to know whether we’re actually on the runway, Jake presses the transmit button. “Akrotiri Tower, Juliet Bravo is requesting full stop.”
“Full stop approved,” Cliff says, his happy little voice making me think of bubbles. 
“We’re done?” I ask, not sure whether to stop the aircraft or keep rolling. “Come on Jake, you always give me a heads up. This can’t be it.”
Winking, he says, “Have a little patience, Maria. I want you to taxi over to the grass.”
Doing as he says, I bring the aircraft to a standstill. Call me naive, but I’ve always imagined what happens next would come with much discussion and preparation, and long quiet moments to calm my mind. No way did I think we’d pull over to the grass and after Jake jumped down from his seat, he’d simply tell me to bugger off. 
“But don’t fucking scare me,” he adds, before removing his headset and slamming the door. 
Shocked, I look around the cockpit. Its emptiness and silence is overwhelming, and the thought of leaving the ground without company prompts me to start designing my tombstone. It’ll be white, not gray, and include a really good photo.
But no, Maria. For goodness’ sake, stop. What the hell are you doing? 
I’m shaking, that’s what I’m bloody well doing. And my stomach is filled with acid. I can’t fly like this, and even if I could, the aircraft is weighted wrong, meaning propeller torque will be worse. What am I thinking, Maria, and why am I being so grandiose?
“Amelia, where are you?” I ask aloud. “Or even you, Archie? It doesn’t matter that you both crashed, because a girl could use some help here.”
When my inner pilots don’t answer, somebody else does. “You have to push the power in, dumbass.” 
Delvin or Marcus, I have no doubt. “But you’d better hurry up, because Jake is watching.”
He’s also sweeping his hand in the direction the plane should be moving.
“Amelia?” I ask, giving it one last shot. It does nothing. “Jesus, what’s the good of having insiders if they can’t be bothered to show up when they’re needed?”
Even my griping doesn’t help. 
“Five Juliet Bravo,” Cliff says, probably to check I haven’t had a stroke. “You are clear to depart when you’re ready.”
I hear an internal snort. “But sometime today, before you chicken out,” the snorter says.
“I’m terrified,” I tell the voice, and my hands, the cockpit, the air, whatever is willing to listen. My brain is full of noise. 
That’s fine, I tell myself, but talk through it, girlfriend. Come on, lift your arms for fucks sake. Grab the power knob, increase power and get moving. A little faster, come on more. 
Oh, for god’s sake, we’re going to crash.
“No, we are not,” the voice says. “But straighten up, Maria, because you’re veering left. Use your feet on the rudder pedals.”
Like a fish out of water, I’m gasping for air. 
“Right, but the fish impression isn’t correcting our heading. Rudder pedals, Maria, right now.”
Rudder pedals. Right rudder. More, Maria, a little more. Jesus, no less. Shit, now we’re going too far. A little left rudder. No, we’re creating a slalom course.
“I bet everyone in the tower is enjoying this spectacle,” the voice says.
Do I look like I care? And assuming it’s you Delvin, either show up, or shut up.
“Uh, no thanks, this is far more amusing. And you don’t even have full power.”
Direction stable, I push the knob all the way, feel our airspeed increase over the wings. We’re at forty knots, forty-five, fifty, fifty-five. The world is flying by, and when I pull back the control column, our wheels leave the ground. 
“Oh crap, I’m flying,” I yell, feeling a certain relief now the damage is done. But as the airplane continues to climb, and the distance between me and my precious planet grows, I realize I’m wrong. Whatever damage I’m able to do is far from done, because seriously, I’m fucking flying. Now what do I do?
“One thing at a time, Maria. Check your instruments.”
Okay, we’re climbing at a steady seventy knots, on a westerly heading. 
“Good, now you need to bank left, and head toward the ocean.”
Turning, I’m convinced this is it, that I should have pursued safer challenges, like ballroom dancing, or knitting, or even crochet. When we reach six-hundred feet and I’m out of the turn, and the aircraft is right where it needs to be, frankly, I’m shocked. 
“Great, but now you need to turn again.”
Correct, because I’m flying over the cliffs and now I’m above water. And turning brings the water higher up my window. I’m going to drown. 
“Maria, you’re over six-hundred feet above sea level, so that’s unlikely.”
Right, but leveling, I need to do my downwind checks. Shaking so hard I’m unable to read my checklist, I’m sure I know it off by heart, so here goes. Brakes are up, undercarriage is rich, mixture is––
“Brakes are up,” the voice says. “Really, are you sure? How do you get a breakup unless you lose a boyfriend, or a girlfriend? And undercarriage is rich. How rich, Maria? Are we talking millionaire status, and if so, in which currency?”
“Give it a rest,” I say aloud, angry I’m mixing up the checklist, but angrier somebody feels the need to point it out. “Undercarriage is down.”
“Oh dear, then tell the poor thing a joke.”
“I can’t do this,” I wail into the air.
Except I don’t really have much choice, and now I have to make a radio call. Appear confident, Maria. “Akrotiri Tower,” I say, using my best BBC voice, “Five Juliet Bravo is downwind for runway two-eight.” 
Did Cliff hear my heartbeat over the radio? God, I hope not.
“Five Juliet Bravo, no traffic expected. Call us when turning finals.”
Searching for a landmark to turn toward, I find a small building near the cliffs. 
Good, now bank left, reduce power, start a very gradual descent. Airspeed is in the white arc, meaning it’s safe to deploy flaps. 
“I’m doing it,” I yell, toying with the idea that I might actually be in control of this lumbering object. Sure, I’m well over halfway around the pattern, but better late than never. “Yep, this is it, I’m fucking flying. I’m actually fucking flying.”
When I try to press the transmit button, I realize it’s already down. 
“Shit. Sorry Akrotiri,” I say, my BBC voice gone. “My thumb slipped onto the transmit button. This is Five Juliet Bravo about to turn finals.”
“Juliet Bravo, we heard. We may need to discuss your language later.”
Checking my thumb isn’t near the button, I guide the plane into its final turn. The runway presents itself in the windshield, and I imagine a donut on the glass. Keep the runway inside it, Maria, track the centerline, maintain your airspeed, check your attitude, check your drift. Oh fuck, are we sinking, what do I do? Aviate, navigate, and communicate, you twit. 
At three-hundred feet, a gust of wind whips around a nearby building and the airplane drops. I squeeze in more power and adjust the nose, breathing heavily, though my chest muscles are working against me. 
We cross the threshold at one-hundred feet.
“Shit, that’s too high.” 
It’s not, Maria, it’s not. This is a bloody long runway, so keep coming down. Twenty feet, fifteen feet, the height of a double decker bus. Sense the ground effect. There, you’ve got it. Pull back the nose to round out. Ten feet, pull the power to idle. That’s it, we’re floating, don’t panic. 
Hold it, hold it…
Thump, the main undercarriage is down. A smaller thump, and so is the nosewheel.
“Congratulations Juliet Bravo,” Cliff calls from the tower, the sound of applause accompanying his words. “You’ll be sorry to hear your instructor is currently spilling his guts all over our grass. We believe he needs a ride back to the club.”

My instructor is not spilling his guts over grass but is standing with his hands in his pockets. Taxiing in his direction, I try to calm myself, but it’s not an easy task. 
“How did it feel?” Jake asks, the minute he climbs inside. He’s beaming proudly, because his instruction has allowed me to do this, but I have to wonder whether he’s feeling more than a little relieved too. If I was an instructor, I know I would.
Still physically shaking, I tell him, “I have honestly never felt so dead and so alive, all at the same time.”
“Isn’t that a great feeling?” he asks.
“Uh sure, once I quit writing my own epitaph.”
Raising my feet so I can use the toe breaks, I spin the aircraft around and taxi back toward the clubhouse. There, we find a truck parked with its stabilizing feet out, and a hefty claw hovering over the storm-damaged plane. Alvyn and another elderly gentleman stand on either side of the aircraft, probably trying to decide how best to lift her. 
“Wow, he’s really early,” Jake says, checking his watch. “Two hours early, in fact. Sorry Maria, but I can’t let two old men do this without help.”
Nodding, trying not to think about the storm, the sounds and the smells, and the lightning getting closer, I tell myself those memories don’t matter anymore. I just flew my first solo, and I can’t wait to tell my friends. Especially Debbie, who’ll try to be so brave even though she’s terribly worried. And Frankie, of course, who’ll accuse everyone of being idiots for letting a civilian fly alone. 
“Dinner tonight, with the whole group,” Jake says, once I’ve pulled to a standstill and cut the engine. “Wherever you want. Tell everyone this is on me.”
“You’re going to listen to Frankie’s criticism and verbal abuse, then pay for his dinner?”
“Can you think of a better way to celebrate?” Jake asks, jumping down from Juliet Bravo and slamming the door. 
Reclining my seat, I realize I can’t. A slight drizzle peppers the windshield, and I close my eyes, let myself breathe. In and out, in and out, launching into the skies, flying around, and coming down. Over and over. You’ve done it, Maria. You’ve flown a plane by yourself.

Five or ten minutes later, when I finally decide to quit flying imaginary loops above Royal Air Force Akrotiri, I reopen my eyes to find I'm no longer inside an aircraft but lying in a pasture.
The grass is long and there’s a pungent smell of cow dung in the air. Rolling my head to one side, I see a fresh pile steaming in the sun, and I hear something. An animal, moving near my head. The creature comes closer. 
“Bugger off,” I tell it, praying the beast is something innocent, like a rabbit, or a hare. 
It’s not, of course. It’s a humongous cow. 
“Need some help?” a voice asks.
Sweat pouring down my brow, because lord knows I haven’t sweat enough already, I say, “Yup, that would be nice.”
“Okay, but you know Daisy wouldn’t hurt a fly.”
“Wrong,” I reply, not sure whether I’m talking to a man or a woman, or another annoying teenager. “Your friend Daisy is knocking flies senseless with her tail, and she looks like she wants to eat me. Her head is right above mine, so are you going to help or not?”
After making a throaty sound, the voice says, “You can control her if you try.”
What is wrong with these people? “For your information, while I’ve discovered I’m perfectly capable of controlling an aircraft, I absolutely cannot control the mind of a cow. Please help like you offered. Maybe shoo her away.”
Snot falls from Daisy’s nose and drops onto my flying shirt––the one Jake loaned me in the hanger, and I refused to return. I wear it nearly every time I fly, but now it has cow snot on it. 
“Okay,” I say, beginning to feel irritated. “I tried to teleport Daisy into a nearby field, but surprise surprise, nothing happened. Do you have a stick, or a poker, or a whip to scare her away?”
“No, Maria, I tend not to walk around carrying weapons. I’m not sure it would help people feel comfortable around me.”
“Oh, really?” I say, wanting to laugh. “I can assure you I’m not feeling comfortable around you, and I won’t until you get this snotty heifer out of my face.”
A shadow moves across the sun, blocking its glow almost entirely.  
“Whoa,” I say, realizing the shade isn’t coming from the cow. “You’re either very tall or there’s a solar eclipse.”
“I’m tall,” the voice says, a ring of humor in its tone. 
“I’m glad one of us is having fun,” I say, being snarky while something niggles at me. “But wait a minute, because I’ve just remembered something Delvin said. You’re tall, and I’ve noticed you sound neither male nor female, and you’re not British.”
“I’ve been told that’s the case,” the voice says, while more snot forms on the stupid cow’s nose.
“Yes, and you speak in that weird way, like nothing I say or do is wrong.”
“Should it be?” the person asks. 
“See what I mean?” I shout, sitting up and shoving the cow out of my face. “You have to be Delvin’s therapist, Brooks.”
“Yes,” she or he says, “and I’m happy to meet you, at last.”
“Well, that’s nice for you, because I’m not.”
The cow moves a few feet away and bends her neck to nibble on grass. There are others in the field, white with the same brown splodges, and all facing the same direction, like little cutouts. I recognize them from the box Marcus mentioned, which I discovered while searching for winter clothing. After returning from the storm and shedding a few tears over the photos, and the sweaters, and beach towels, and the seventeen pairs of useless socks, I hid the box somewhere safe. So safe I haven't been able to locate it since, which is remarkable given I live in one room, and this happened less than two weeks ago. 
Thinking of other photographs tucked within the same box, I remember seeing several smaller and cuter animals. “Where are my chickens?” I ask, looking around.
“I’m not sure Little Bobby will like you calling the chickens yours,” another voice says, this one female and heavily accented, and more distant––almost like a whisper cast in a bottle and thrown into the waves, only to be heard fifty or sixty years later. 
“That’s very introspective,” Brooks says, like she, or he, is trying to get on my good side.
Spinning to face where the voice traveled from, I spot a large, blue-painted house in the near distance, with a gray-haired woman sitting in a rocker on a covered porch. 
Though she’s too far away to hear without having used a megaphone, I know it’s her, plus she’s staring directly at me. I feel a magnetism I haven’t experienced with my other insiders, and in some way or other, I realize this woman is the boss. And I like that, though I won’t ever admit it. I like the house too, with its alpine design and overhanging roof. It seems warm and welcoming, somewhere I’d enjoy sitting and reading a good book. 
“Who is she?” I ask, looking at Brooks for the first time. Short dark hair, brown eyes, a warm smile, and a body as tall as a tree. Okay, I’m exaggerating, but I decide she’s a woman and she is really tall, though maybe the skinny jeans and snug t-shirt accentuate her height. 
“Hmm,” Brooks says, like she’s discovered a new philosophy, or solved the age-old riddle of why therapists get curious about stuff that’s none of their damn business. I’m projecting my previous experiences with therapists onto her, I know that, but I also don’t care.
“Hmm, what?” I ask, starting to walk toward the house.
“Your thoughts are more sarcastic,” Brooks says, walking with me, “and punctuated, like Delvin’s.”
“No, they are not,” I say, sure nobody can be more sarcastic than me. “Besides, that last thought wasn’t sarcasm,” I add, hoping Brooks will get offended and leave me alone. It’s bad enough my insiders can read my thoughts, but having an internal therapist who can do it too? Yeah, that can’t be good. 
“It’s not bad to have more of Delvin about you,” Brooks says. “He’s helped you over the years.”
“Really, because if you think help involves showing up on the trooper and singing ridiculous songs, then sending his best buddy Marcus to scare me in London, then bitch at me for not giving the kid a glass of soda, then there’s no hope.”
Once we’re just a few feet from the house, the elderly lady lifts an arm and waves. “Come on up and take a seat,” she says. Her hair is gray and curly, and her face lined with the passage of years. A crocheted blanket lies over her legs and when I’m near enough to see her hands, I notice she’s embroidering a house onto a piece of fabric held in a circular ring.
“What do you think of my home?” she asks, once I’m seated in a rocker a few feet away. Brooks has also joined us on the porch, though she’s standing and looking over a manicured lawn, its edges crowded with trees and shrubs. 
“If you’re talking about the real one behind us, I love it, actually. And if I was a really nosy person like Brooks, I’d ask to go inside and look around.”
Smiling, the woman says, “There’s a difference between being nosy and being curious, as you are well aware. What else are you curious about?”
“Your accent, for starters. It’s weird.”
“I’m of Russian heritage, and my childhood nurse was from Moscow. But tell me, what do you think of our world?” 
Shrugging, I say, “Aside from a scary cave, an empty beach, a hidden village, countless dank tunnels, and a really terrifying cow, I haven’t seen much of it.”
The old woman makes a snorting sound. Turning, I find Brooks rubbing her mouth like she’s trying to hold her jaw in place. Clearly, something is amusing them. 
“Do you feel like sharing?” I ask, standing back up. Folding my arms over my chest, I lean against the railing.
The old woman repeats her snorting sound, except this time it’s double the volume. “Sorry, Maria, we are just so happy to see you,” she says, speaking in her pedantic Russian accent, “and I have been very remiss in not introducing myself. My name is Olive, though some call me––”
“You’re Olive?” I repeat. “As in Archie’s fiancée? You can’t be, you’re too old, and besides, you’re Russian and Olive is English. I saw her and heard her.”
Brooks walks to the wall and pushes her nose against a window, like something beyond it is fascinating. “I’m detecting some passive influence,” she says over her shoulder. 
“I’m not passive,” I say, infuriated by the suggestion, and infuriated to hear a term also used by Delvin. It makes me feel like he’s more enlightened than me, which would be terrible.
“Brooks means our friend Delvin appears to be around,” the old woman says. “And my accent might have been less pronounced when I was younger, but I’m definitely Russian.”
“So, you’re my enemy, then. Like Brooks is, because she didn’t scare off the cow.”
Leaning on the railing beside me, Brooks says, “I know you’ve had bad experiences with therapists, Maria.”
“Who hasn’t?” I ask. “They dismissed my reality, timed me when they thought I was zoning out, told me to get a hold of myself, and accused me of daydreaming. But none of them, Brooks, and I repeat none, let an imaginary cow drip snot over my shirt.”
“It’s okay to feel hurt,” Brooks says. 
“Right, thanks for giving me permission.”
“Those therapists did you a lot of harm.”
“Yep, but try getting them to admit that.”
“And it’s okay to talk about it.”
“Okay, I’m talking. Listen—blah, blah, blah. But can you please stop?” 
“I can, but is that what you want?”
“Yes, wait no—no I don’t. What I want is to hit those therapists really fucking hard, because they made me feel awful. I hate them, and I hate what they did, and I hope all their toenails are in-growing and painful.”
“That’s good, Maria,” Brooks says, like my snarky attitude is worthy of a gold medal. “It’s good to feel angry, and I know first-hand the struggles you experience because I see them and feel them. Do you believe me?”
I nod, because inconceivably, I do. And for some god-awful reason, I want to hug her. But I can’t, obviously, because therapists don’t hug, and even if she did, she’s not real. But oh, how I wish she was.
Needing a distraction, I think of my box of photographs again, and of the animals. “So, can we please see the chickens?” 
“Right on cue,” the old woman says, pointing over her lawn.
A little boy wearing a red tunic emerges from the shrubs, and behind him, like he’s the Pied Piper of Hamelin, follow seven devoted little chickens. 
“I know him,” I say, getting excited. “He’s the little boy in my box of photographs. He’s even wearing the same red tunic.”
“Hi, Old Mother,” the boy says, waving and smiling. 
“Old Mother?” I ask, looking back at Olive. “I’ve heard that name before. You’re the Old Mother Delvin mentioned?”
Olive nods, a small smile playing over her lips. 
“And hi, Brooks,” the boy says, “my chickens wanted to come say hello to everyone.”
“And this is Bobby,” the Old Mother says.
“Bobby?” I repeat, unable to believe what I’m seeing. “This is Little Bobby, the kid Delvin accidentally mentioned once? Yes, because you mentioned him while I was in the pasture, too.”
The Old Mother nods, while also managing to smile and roll her eyes.
“Can I talk to him?” I ask, realizing this is the first time I’ve wanted to engage with an insider, by choice. 
“Yes,” Olive says. “Hey Bobby, there’s somebody here who’d like to meet you."
The little boy rubs his hands down his tunic and runs to the porch. “I know who you are,” he says. “You’re Maria and I’ve been waiting for you. Do you like my chickens? I have one boy rooster and six girl hens.”
Walking down the steps, I kneel to meet his gaze. “Bobby, I love your chickens, and you're exactly how I imagined.”
“Well, duh,” he says, slipping his small hand into mine. “I named them after the seven dwarfs.”
Walking around and pointing, he says, “The rooster’s called Doc, and he believes he’s the boss, but he isn’t. The beautiful white chicken is Grumpy, but her nickname is Bossy and she's the real boss. The red one is Sneezy because she makes funny noises through her beak. Sleepy is the gray one nestled by the bush over there. Bashful is funny because she isn't shy, but she likes to bash things over. Happy is the fluffy orange one coming to us now. And last of all there's the prettiest of all, Dopey, who's probably lost. No, there she is––look, the big fluffy blue one.”
“Wow, Bobby,” I say, wishing I could pick him up and hug him, never let him go. “They're all so wonderful. Do they like to follow you around?”
Nodding, he says, “Watch this,” then he walks around whistling, chickens forming a line behind him. After doing a couple of loops around the lawn, he says, “I liked meeting you, but now I have to go. My chickens are probably hungry, and I want to feed them, then I need to change their straw. Will you come back soon?”
“Yes, I hope so,” I answer, while watching him, and the chickens, and the inside world fade.

“You did what?” Frankie says, practically spitting his beer all over one of Chris Kebab’s tables. We’re dining on the Akrotiri Strip, home of family restaurants and more than one bar. “Jake, you’re telling me you sent muggles here up in a perfectly serviceable aircraft to fly alone? Fuck me, are you out of your goddamn mind?”
“He has a point,” I say, dipping a forkful of sheftalia into my tzatziki. 
“And you were in the tower during this?” Frankie asks Cliff, who’s watching another group of soldiers pull up outside the restaurant. “But you didn’t think to call the cops?”
“Of course not,” Cliff says, redirecting his attention to Frankie. “Though it was more interesting than most flights.”
“I bet it was,” Frankie says, “because she’s a civilian. I told you not to go around picking up strays, but what do you do? Gather up civilians, help furnish their rooms, take them to the flying club, get them an instructor, then sit in the tower and send them up in the air.”
“Cliff, do you really make a habit of collecting civilians and sending them flying?” I ask.
“No, Maria, he’s being facetious. You’re actually my first.”
“And besides,” Jake says, “it was me who made the decision, and I was very sure before making it.”
“What was it like?” Jayne asks, though she doesn’t seem as excited as the others. 
“It was terrifying, Jayne, thanks for asking.” 
When the men are distracted, I lean into Jayne’s ear and ask what’s going on. 
“Can we talk in private?” she asks. “Finish your meal, then we’ll tell the men we want to walk around the village and get some air.”
“I’m not hungry,” I say. Then standing and raising my voice, I add, “Fellas, I’m too excited to eat. I think I’d like to take a quick walk around Akrotiri Village. Jayne, wanna come with me?”
“Can I finish your food?” Frankie asks, snagging my leftovers before anyone else does.
Nodding, I take Jayne’s arm, exit the restaurant, and descend the steps to the strip. We walk between two restaurants and enter the quiet and sleepy Akrotiri Village. It’s chilly and not well lit, but being so near to the base, it feels safe.
“We’ve been reported, Maria.”
Seeing my expression, she adds, “Me and the woman I’ve been dating. Somebody saw us together and reported our possible relationship to several senior officers.”
“Are you serious?” I ask.
Delvin’s prediction is coming to fruition, and I don’t have a clue how to help.
“Tell him,” I say, seeing Jake walk around a nearby corner. “I can support you emotionally, Jayne, but I know nothing about military rules.”
Knowing she has very little choice, Jayne launches into her story. 
“Okay,” Jake says, once she’s done. “That’s quite a problem but all is not lost. As of this moment, I believe you and I are officially dating.”
“For real?” I ask, thinking he has to be joking.
Frowning, Jake says, “No, Maria, of course not for real. It’s a ploy to scare off the dogs.”
“And you’re okay with that?” I ask Jayne.
Shrugging, she says, “It’s the best plan anybody has come up with so far.”
“Oh, and how many people have you told?”
Looking from me to Jake, and back again, she says, “Two, and I’m looking at you both.”
“Then congratulations, both of you,” I say, feeling like this is the most preposterous thing I’ve ever heard. “Shall we go share the fabulous news with Frankie and Cliff?”
“Do we have to?” she asks.
Nodding, Jake says, “Yes, because the sooner the better.”
God, this is going to be a shit show.

[bookmark: _heading=h.zep6qjo3hda3]Chapter 9
While the happy couple could have kept things simple by going out for a meal, or taking a walk on the beach, or simply showing up at the mess together, Jake insisted their shit show of a romance kick off with an overnight trip to Paphos. In some ways, it makes sense. Frankie and Cliff believe the relationship is real, which has been a little awkward.  The two men are also behaving like giggly children, which is downright obnoxious. 
“I wouldn’t mind, but it’s not even that hairy,” Jake says, shutting down the aircraft. 
Refusing to share a room and risk seeing his penis, Jayne insisted I come as their official photographer and chaperone. 
“Jesus both of you, smile like you mean it,” I say, photographing the pair stepping out of the aircraft. I mean seriously, Jake and Jayne––two J’s––this is beyond preposterous.
“Are you going to blaspheme every time you take a photo?” Jake asks, waving at a small, dark-haired gentleman walking toward us. I assume it’s Nico, the club’s official mechanic. He’s going to tune up India Romeo’s engine tomorrow morning.
“If you’re lucky,” I say, over the sound of a mustard-yellow taxicab joining the ramp and screeching to a rapid halt.  “I’m not upset with you, Jake, or you Jayne, but with the situation.”
“Really?” Jake asks. “Because it doesn’t feel like it.”
I smile at Nico, though I’m sure my efforts look more like a grimace. 
Taking the aircraft keys from Jake, he smiles back. “Enjoy your night in Paphos, folks. Where are you staying?”
“It’s a surprise,” Jake tells him, which I’m pretty sure is Jake-speak for, “I don’t have a clue because I didn’t think this through, or plan it out, or even consider whether my idea makes any sense.”
“Are we really doing this?” Jayne asks, watching Nico stroll toward the cab. The driver steps out, leans against the side, and both men light cigarettes. “I mean, really Jake, do you think this is going to work?”
“You know what,” he says, pushing Jayne’s shoulder against mine, so he can get onto us both simultaneously. “I’m doing this to help you out––both of you––because we all know Jayne could be in serious trouble, and without Jayne, you, Maria, would be a mopey mess, so suck it up and get with the program. Either that or let me fly back home.”
“To England?” I ask. “I’m not sure India Romeo would make it.”
“Fuck me,” Jake says, marching off toward the cab. 
Having decided to suck it up and get with the program, Jayne chases after him and takes his hand.
“I’ll carry the bags,” I shout after them. 
Why Jayne had to bring such a massive load for one night is beyond me. It doesn’t help that my bag is stuffed with camera gear. How many lenses and films they think we’ll get through is up for debate, but according to Jayne, you just never know.
“Shit,” Jake says, finally realizing I’m acting as their unpaid sherpa. “Let me help you with those.”
Having arrived three feet from the taxi, I drop the bags at his feet. “Too late, Jake. Too fucking late, but you can lift them into the car yourself.”
The taxi driver drops his cigarette to the ground and grinds it with his foot. With graying hair and bright blue eyes, he’d look good in a white shirt and tailored suit, strolling up Wall Street. Not being averse to a man with beauty, I decide that despite all this nonsense, I rather like the fella. 
“Hello,” he says, opening his trunk, “my name is Stavros, and I am your taxi driver.” Plucking our bags from the ground and arranging them until they fit, he says, “Best taxi driver in Paphos, best taxi driver in all of Cyprus.” 
“Hello Stavros,” Jake says, draping his arm around Jayne’s shoulders. “My girlfriend and I would like to head into town.”
Clearly wondering how I play into this scenario, Stavros looks at me. “Oh, I’m just the lady’s maid,” I tell him.
“Maria’s actually our photographer,” Jake says. “She’s here to take photos of Jayne and me having fun around Paphos.”
“You are lovers, yes? You make pretty babies.” 
“I hope not,” Jayne whispers, climbing over the back seat. “Though a pregnant belly might help me out. I have an appointment with my boss on Monday, which I suspect will be more of an interrogation.”
Actually laughing, I say, “Even if you were to have sex today, you wouldn’t be showing by Monday. But don’t worry. We’ll have photographs by then, which you’ll display all over your desk and keep in your purse.”
Stavros directs Jake to the front seat, then asks where we’d like to go. 
“I’m hungry,” I say, my stomach reminding me I haven’t eaten since breakfast. 
“I can take you to the very best restaurant in Paphos, the very best restaurant in all of Cyprus.”
Our driver joins the coastal road and soon we’re in a touristy area, which for the beginning of winter, is busier than I’d have expected. Cars fill the roadside parking spots and people mill up and down sidewalks, checking out displays of shells and pottery, and jewelry, sunglasses, sunhats, gaudy t-shirts, inflatables, and whatever else people visiting coastal towns believe they need. 
I’m thinking a bright pink inflatable flamingo would improve the flying club’s decor no end, when Stavros peels down a side street. 
“This restaurant belongs to Demetri, my brother. Very good food. You will like it, I promise.” Slamming on the brakes, he adds, “Tell Demetri that Stavros brings you in his taxi. He will treat you like king and queen, and princess.”
Grinning, I say, “Which obviously makes me the princess.”
“How much do we owe?” Jake asks, ignoring Jayne and me bickering about who’s older, and is therefore the aging queen rather than the young and virginal princess. Turns out I’m older by a couple of months. 
Stavros waves a hand before writing a number on a piece of card. “Very cheap. If you give my number to other Brits, I will give you a free ride.”
Taking the card, Jake shakes Stavros's hand before stepping out and opening the rear door. 
“Ladies, your restaurant awaits. Let’s hope the food is as good as Stavros says, because I’m starving.”
“Our bags?” I ask, knowing he’s forgotten. “I’m not about to haul them again.”
While Jake empties the trunk, Jayne pushes open the door, and we enter a large room with wooden tables and chairs spread over a tiled floor. A lit fireplace rages within the left-side wall, but not a single person is in sight. 
“Do you think they’re open?” Jayne asks, over the clatter of Jake falling in through the door. 
“I hope so,” I say, seeing another lit fireplace through the window. “Something smells heavenly, and my stomach is growling.”
A petite waitress emerges from a mirrored bar, long dark hair falling down her back. Seeing her makes me yearn for Penelope. Until I remember the way she lusted after Jayne, that is, meaning she’s the last person I need to be yearning for.
“Good afternoon,” Jake says, wiping dirt off his blue polo shirt. “Stavros says to tell you he brought us.”
“That’s my uncle,” the waitress says, waving through the window. “I’m Elena, and my papa, Demetri, is the restaurant owner.” Raising her voice, she calls, “Papa, Stavros brought some friends.”
A middle-aged, dark-haired man appears via the bar, towel slung over his shoulder. “Hello, please excuse my brother,” he says, another set of blue eyes twinkling. “Stavros is a hustler. Officially, we’re not open yet but you’re in luck, as my meze is nearly ready. Would you like to sit outside?”
“Yes,” I say, before anybody else can say no. “What, Jayne? It’s not that cold, and there’s a fireplace, look. And plenty of plants, and I don’t know––it just has a nice feel.”
“You can tell that just by looking through a window?” she asks, reminding me of her wet finger question on the night of the storm. That was before the reporting incident, and before this resultant nonsense.
Plucking three empty water glasses from the bar, Demetri heads toward a rear door.
“Okay, Maria, you’re right,” Jayne says, following him onto a covered patio, where huge tubs of greenery decorate the space. I can only imagine how beautiful the place looks once the flowers are in bud.
Gesturing toward a corner table, Demetri explains the sumptuous smell. “It’s a blend of my specialties,” he says, watching us sit. “I highly recommend the full meze, as it will offer you a taste of everything, including my world-famous dolmades, made with local vine leaves. Also, you will enjoy my sheftalia and kleftiko, halloumi, olives, humus, pita bread, and tzatziki.”
“Sounds delicious,” I say, my mouth watering. “And as we’re not driving, could we also order a bottle of Merlot?”
 “Yes, of course, and I see you have bags. Where are you staying?”
Jayne and I look pointedly at Jake, who holds up his hands. “Hey, I’d planned to ask the owner of whichever restaurant we dined in for recommendations, which I’m about to do. There’s no point staying somewhere touristy and expensive when the locals have better ideas.”
Smiling, Demetri says, “There are many good hotels, but I have a different idea. We have two rooms above the restaurant. They have a very good view. One bathroom is very nice, but the other needs some work.”
“That could be yours,” Jayne tells Jake, forgetting this stupid charade ought to make it hers too. “Could we take a look?” 
“Of course,” he says, pointing toward a set of stone steps. Jayne springs to her feet, while Jake and I follow with markedly less joie de vivre. 
“The rooms are very private,” Demetri says, climbing the steps first. “And they have a private patio to share.”
“Oh, this is wonderful,” Jayne says, joining him on the patio. For the first time today, and in several days actually, she’s not telling a big fat lie. “Gosh, Demetri, it’s a little slice of heaven.” 
Now that might be going a little too far, but the view is spectacular. Looking over the old town’s rooftops toward the ocean, we can even see the harbor. 
Opening the nearest set of French doors, Demetri takes us into the first bedroom. 
“I love what you’ve done,” Jayne says, running a hand over wooden furniture. Admittedly, she has quite the eye for interior design, and though this is nothing compared to her room back on base, I’d happily live in squalor for this view. 
“Oh, and this bathroom is beautifully appointed,” she says, clapping her hands. 
Sticking my head into the bathroom, the subway tiles and silver hardware do look nice, and the wooden framed mirror is huge, but it’s a room where you shower, shit, and shave, not host tea parties. 
“Can we see the other bedroom?” she asks, breathing so excitedly I’m afraid she’s going to hyperventilate. 
“Sure,” Demetri says, beaming from ear to ear. 
I would be too if I’d received half this response when she saw my room. Instead, she said something along the lines of, “Oh, the good news is there’s plenty of empty space to work with.”
“And this is the remaining bathroom,” Demetri says, pushing open a door.
Stepping into it, Jake looks around. “It’s dated but functional, Demetri. When do you think you'll strip this out?”  
The man who is clearly going to be our host for the night, shrugs. “It will be done before any more guests come to stay. I just thought you might be interested. It’ll be at a very good price, of course.”
Looking around, Jake says, “We’re very interested, me possibly more than the girls. I’d love to help strip this out, and given Jayne and I would like to spend more time off base, I suspect she would like to help too. How about we make a start next weekend?” 
They do and she would? Okay, I’m beginning to feel really left out, here. 
Fortunately, Demetri says no, he couldn’t possibly take our time. 
Jake shakes his head. “Listen, I'm a Royal Engineer, and I love a good project. I could tear out this room in a couple of hours, tops. Do you have stuff to replace it with?”
Nodding enthusiastically, Demetri takes Jake back onto the private patio and toward a third door, this one not as fancy. When Jayne follows and takes Jake’s hand, I set about sulking even more. 
“Wow,” Jayne says, disappearing inside. “I see you’re using this for storage, but this is another great space.”
Unable to feign enthusiasm for toilets and showerheads, or whatever else Jayne is cooing over, I retrace my steps and unpack the camera. Grabbing a spare film, I return to the private patio, where I take several photos of the view. Then I find my friends and take a few candid shots of them. The storage area is far larger than I’d have expected, and I find myself wishing I had a black and white film, because the lighting is wonderful.  
“This could be a whole other bedroom,” Jayne says, pacing out the floor with her feet.
Watching her, I realize I’m seeing the woman I first met. She’s been a shadow of herself recently, and that’s affected me too. We don’t function alone in our humanity, that’s for sure. 
“In fact, it could be an entire suite. You have windows on two walls. No three, if you include this little area, which could be a reading nook. If this is an outside wall,” she says, pressing against the far corner, “I’m betting you could punch in more light here. Even have a patio door with a wrought iron railing across it. Demetri, this space is amazing. I wish I could live here.”
Feeling my mood becoming more uplifted and enthusiastic, I move around the space and take a few more artistic shots. Then I return to the lower patio. This too is large, though it’s divided into several private areas by lattice walls and weaving vines. 
One turn takes me to a water fountain built into a wall, where somebody is running their fingers through the water. At first I think of Debbie back in the Oxford pub. Then I realize it’s Delvin. 
“Having fun?” he asks. 
“Yes, at last, but I need to have words with you.”
“Oh?” he says, grinning mischievously. “And what kind of words would those be?”
Lifting the camera to take a photograph of the fountain, I say, “Words about you bringing Brooks into our lives. She’s telepathic too, Delvin, meaning she can read my thoughts.” 
“Oh that?” he says, picking up a small potted cactus. “Having a therapist would be useless if they didn’t know what was going on, but that’s not important right now. At least, not compared to what’s about to happen.”
Kneeling to photograph a large potted Ficus, I ask what’s so special about the moment. 
“It’s Moscova Day, and the Old Mother wants you to come inside.”
Hearing her name, I feel that magnetic pull again. “I guess I do have a moment,” I say, making Delvin do a double take. “Yes, Delvin, I’m willing to come. Eager to, actually.”
Frowning, he says, “Okay, but who the hell are you?” 
“Somebody who’s sick of military rules and regulations, and bigotry, and fake relationships, and feeling like they’re not as special as they once were.”
“Ah, got it,” he says, turning toward a far larger fountain than the one on Demetri’s patio. At its center is a huge marble horse, rearing as though it’s about to charge valiantly toward the enemy. Except, a stream of water is spewing from its penis, so maybe it’s anxious. I’m about to point out the conflict when Delvin tells me to hurry. 
Charging through the village without giving me a moment to look around, we enter the pasture I arrived in. Hearing us, Daisy takes a moment to wave her tail before going back to eating grass. 
“Can’t we just time hop?” I ask, my feet beginning to hurt. “Given my experiences, it seems perfectly acceptable to do that.”
“No, Maria, because time hopping takes energy, and I want to save that for the story.”
Arriving at the Old Mother’s house, Delvin takes me to a rear door. He pushes it open and without warning, or any kind of preparation, the kid drags me into an overwhelming sea of faces––the Old Mother on a white rocker, Iris on another rocker seated beside a large brick fireplace, Amelia sitting on the hearth, Brooks perched on a stool, Marcus fiddling with a guitar, an older man with a beard sitting at a large farmhouse table. 
“Lawrence,” Delvin whispers. “He survived the war, so he looks older.” 
A skinny, mean-looking man dressed in dark peasant clothing, arm resting on the mantle. 
“Gabriel, he’s my boss.” 
The reddish-blonde woman in the sparkly red dress.
“Athena, Maria. If you paid attention you’d know the woman has a name. And she’s the one you need to pay attention to.”
And finally, a couple of men dressed completely in black. “They’re a voiceless part of our organization,” Delvin says.
Seeing them removed from the rest, I wonder whether one is the guard I met during the storm. It’s hard to tell with the shapeless dark uniform and peaked military hat. 
Spotting my arrival, Bobby runs over and takes my hand. “Come sit with me, Maria,” he says, leading me to a rocker near the Old Mother. “My chickens are here too. They’re only allowed in the kitchen on Moscova Day, because they like to hear the story too.”
Looking to where he points, seven little chickens sit at the Old Mother’s feet, each of them looking up at her face. When Bibby sits on a low stool, he picks up the blue chicken––Dopey, I seem to remember. 
“This must be a good story,” I mutter at Delvin, who’s taken a kitchen chair beside me. 
“It is, Maria, you’ll love it, I promise.”
“Once again, welcome everyone,” the Old Mother says. “And a very special welcome to Maria, who hasn’t been here in a good many years.”
“Or ever,” I say, looking around.
When nobody confirms or denies my words, or says anything at all, I look back at the Old Mother. Her gentle smile causes my chest to hurt. “Sorry,” I say, having to break eye contact. “Please continue.” 
Voice near a whisper, lilting like music, the Old Mother says, “Every year, on this very special day, we share our story and celebrate who we are. Listen well, everyone, for this story is told but once a year.”
When Bobby turns to look at me and smile, I reach forward and push a lock of hair from his face. 
“Many years ago, there was nothing but darkness in this land. No sun, no moon, no stars. But the child whose darkness it was knew anything might be possible, and though she was afraid, she went into the shadows with a single light. A candle. Her heart pounded as she roamed, looking in her flickering flame for something, for anything, always afraid a monster might be lurking.
“One day, the little girl placed her candle on the ground and spoke into the blackness. 'Build a lake,' she told her imagination, and the darkness rumbled, making way for a beautiful body of blue water which she filled with fish. 'Make some trees,' she told the darkness, and a forest grew around the lake, climbing into the blackness where once there was nothing. The next day, though she was even more afraid, the child skipped around the trees and spoke again. 'Make a field,' she commanded, and a swathe of rolling green and gold pushed the darkness further away.
“She ran through tall grass, swirling and dancing, creating a breeze that lifted crops and blew leaves. She saw where she wanted to build a village and thought of the picture in her book of fairytales. 'Build those houses,' she said, and her breeze formed a great wind that blew her village onto the field.
“This continued through many weeks and months, with the girl building more and more each day. She created the mountains, and formed the oceans, and swept her tiny hands into the sky. She built railways and trains, airports, and airplanes because the child knew she wanted to travel. One day, the little girl decided her world needed a name and she called it Moscova, though being so young, she found the name difficult to remember. She heard the word enclave while on the outside and started to use it instead.
“But there was another problem. The little girl carried the kind of pain she couldn't bear, and it occurred to her she could hide it somewhere in Moscova. A day came when she arrived with her candle and boarded a train, which she rode out to the furthest point, and there, high in the mountains, upon a craggy rock, she built the gloomiest castle a person could ever imagine. A building so angular, rugged, and dark, people would be terrified to enter its walls. After she rested, the girl created a woman to work in this castle, a woman whose beauty would contrast with the gloominess surrounding her. Inside the building, though only a child herself, the little girl placed cribs for babies and Natalia knew what she had to do.”
“Natalia is the beautiful woman’s name?” I ask, keeping my voice down.
Pausing, the Old Mother nods, and the atmosphere changes, as though to warn me the story is about to turn darker.
“The first train arrived in the dead of night, during a winter worse than any the land had ever known. Natalia met the train, and the guards delivered the first crying baby, then the second and the third. Holding each child against her breast, Natalia climbed the mountain and once back in the castle, she placed each baby in a crib. When the babies weren’t sleeping, she carried and rocked them, and she sang and she danced, and she played musical instruments, but still, one particular baby cried.”
“Was that baby me?” Delvin asks, his voice like that of a little, lost boy.
“Yes, Delvin, it was,” the Old Mother says. “And when you wouldn't settle, Natalia contacted Gabriel, then Gabriel activated the resistance.”
“There’s a resistance?” I ask. “Why? And why isn’t Natalia here, or Archie, for that matter?”
The Old Mother leans forward and squeezes my hand. “She is at the castle, Maria, or the institute, as we call it. She never leaves. But please, we can talk more about Archie and the resistance another time.”
Sitting back, she says, “The next few months were spent in training, for the resistance could not make a single error. At last, the night came when the group boarded the guard train.”
“The guards in the tunnel?” I ask. “They ride a train. Why?”
“Mobility,” Delvin says, holding a finger over his lips.
“And once on the train, they traveled toward… 
A grandfather clock starts to chime. 
“No!” Bobby wails, throwing himself onto the kitchen floor and scattering the chickens. “I don’t want to go to bed. Well, guess what? I’m going to finish the story myself. After Gabriel and the resistance went to get Delvin, they came and got me, and they took me on an airplane ride all the way back here. Amelia flew, and I came to live with the Old Mother, and I’m a smart kid. And funny too, and the reason I like chickens is because they’re happy and they’re good listeners, not like all you mean grownups, who're going to make me go to bed. But I’m sad about the other crying baby nobody has rescued. Because, you know what…she is my sister!”

I wake to see lamplight shining through our glass door.
“Where’s your bedmate?” Jake asks, sitting fully dressed on the patio.
Wearing jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, a blanket is pulled around my shoulders. “Sleeping like a baby and snoring with the noise of a machine gun. I’m in sore need of coffee.”
Fortunately, a large cafetiere and several mugs are resting beside the lamp, on a wrought iron table. 
“Was this table set here last night?” I ask, walking to the wall that acts as a railing. The sun hasn’t risen yet, though windows are lighting as people wake. The sea and the sky meet in a hue of darkness, and a few ships ply from west to east. 
“No, it wasn’t,” Jake says, “it was in the storage room, and I pulled it out after you and Jayne went to bed. Are you okay, Maria? You seemed awfully down yesterday, and barely said a word over dinner.”
“I’m fine,” I say, hoping Jayne didn’t hear me sobbing into my pillow. I’m struggling to believe I formed little babies and hid them within the mountains, though why this bothers me makes no sense. It’s not like my inside world is real. 
“I’ve been so worried about Jayne’s situation,” I say, while taking a seat, “and I also realized I was needlessly angry at you both. You’re part of the military, so by doing this, it feels like you’re telling the British government their policy is okay, when for Jayne, it’s clearly not. I’m just confused and wasn’t handling it well.”
“Want some coffee?” Jake asks, like my vulnerability is making him uncomfortable. He picks up the cafetiere and swirls the liquid. 
“I thought you’d never ask. But why are you up so early, sitting out here in the chill?”
He fills a mug and hands it to me. “I’ve got a few things running through my mind.”
“Ah,” I say, taking the mug and enjoying my first sip. “You’re still planning how to improve the questionable bathroom situation, and Jayne has your mind running wild over the storage room?”
“Partly,” he says, his tone making my hair stand on end. “But that’s not all.”
“Okay, you’re being weird again, making me feel like there’s something we need to discuss. Last time this happened was the night of the storm, and it was because you…”
I don’t need to finish the sentence.
Jake doesn’t need to tell me what’s been running through his mind, either.
“When are you leaving?” I ask, feeling my chest resume its aching. 
“Two, maybe three weeks.”
“That soon?” I say, thinking about Jake’s offer to refurbish Demetri’s bathroom. “When did you find out?”
“Early yesterday evening, so I thought we could celebrate today.”
“I don’t want to celebrate, and why would you make all these promises to Demetri, knowing you’re about to leave?”
“Because I didn’t know. I’ve already spoken to Demetri, and he understands if I don’t manage to finish.”
“Oh? And did you tell Sofros and Jayne too, and how about Alvyn, Frankie, and Cliff?”
“No, Jayne, I haven’t told them. I was hoping we could remain friends.”
“Friends?” I say, feeling awful. “What if I tell you I’m falling in love?”
“With me?” he says, tipping his cup and spilling coffee onto his legs. After swearing, he says, “Oh dear, well that certainly wasn’t meant to happen.”
“Having fun?” Jayne asks, appearing at the door in a white bathrobe. 
“No,” we both answer. 
Looking from person to person, she asks why not.
“Because Jake’s leaving the island in less than a month.”
Jayne collapses into a chair so dramatically she ought to be on the stage. “But what about our relationship?” she asks.
“Jesus,” I say, emptying my coffee cup over the wall then striding down the steps. 
“You’re not in love with Jake,’ Delvin says, meeting me at bottom. “You’re confusing love with your fear of abandonment.”
“And you’re confusing me with a person who gives a shit about your therapeutic theories,” I tell him. “Fuck this, I’m going on an adventure.”
“Right,” he says, “but you’re not going alone.”
So off Delvin and I go, marching angrily around the early morning streets of Paphos. 
“You know,” he says, eventually, “a little constructive violence does wonders for the soul.”
The kid has a very good point. 
So together, we march right back to Demetri’s restaurant, and ask for the biggest hammer he can provide. 
“We’re starting the demolition now?” Jake asks.
“Yes, Jake, we’re starting the demo this very minute.”


Chapter 10
With the date of Jake’s departure rapidly approaching, we’re back at Demetri’s place replacing old bathroom fittings with new. I’ve been tasked with knocking an exploratory hole through the storage room wall, meaning I’m sweating despite the December chill. I’m also irritated by the presence of a certain mean-looking, skinny man. Leaning against the wall, all the dude does is use his dark, scary eyes to stare. I’d punch my hammer right through the fellow’s forehead if I thought it would help. 
Pausing my work, I say, “Two questions. First, why are you still here when this is my last weekend with Jake, and second, why aren’t you doing anything to help?”
The man folds one darkly dressed leg over the other. “First, I’ve been sent to get to know you better, and second, I can’t wield a hammer because I’m an insider, a phantom, a hallucination, or whatever else you might call us.”
“A peasant, maybe, or a ghost. But you can’t get to know me better when you don’t know me at all. All you do is stand around and stare. Shouldn’t you be asking questions, getting curious like Brooks would if they were here? Which also begs the question, who sent you?” 
Scratching his hairy chin, the man says, “I’m afraid those kinds of details are top secret.”
Of course they bloody well are. Everything is top-fucking-secret lately, and it’s infuriating. 
Me: “What’s your new job, Jake, will it be dangerous?”
“Sorry, Maria, I can’t tell you because that’s top secret.”
Also me: “Oh really. But where will you be going?”
“Sorry, I can’t tell you that either, also because it’s top secret.”
Me, beginning to grind my teeth: “Okay, so what did you think about my declaration of love?”
Jake: Silence.
“Okay, fine,” I say, punching the hammer deep enough to reveal a crack of daylight. Peeking through the hole, I’m able to see into the neighbor’s window, where fairy lights are strung around a spindly tree. Jayne will be happy. She’s been strutting around Demetri’s place like she’s hosting a home improvement show, and god knows she’ll be excited to see this hole. 
“As will Jake,” the man says, folding his arms. “Who you need to confront about his feeble response to your declaration of love. It’s no good quietly seething, getting hot under the collar and not addressing it. And while I’m in lecture mode, will you please quit thinking of me as the mean-looking, skinny man, and use my name? For the twentieth time, it’s Gabriel.”
“Which is French,” I say, like he doesn’t know.
“Yes, Maria, because of the French resistance.” Smirking, he says, “There’s reason in your madness.”
“If you say so,” I tell him, while pushing my fingers into the hole. The wall appears to be made of plaster, all the way through. And it’s solid, very solid, which means this wall is strong enough for a window. Jayne really will be thrilled. 
Another reason she’s so happy is because Jake’s ruse worked. According to her retelling of the story, she had the photos printed within a few hours of returning to base and made a pinboard covered with lies. Then, on Monday morning, while she was pretending to put it away, her senior officer entered HQ and stopped to admire her work. 
“His name is Jake,” she said, after he expressed surprise at learning she has a boyfriend. “We’ve been dating for a few weeks but we’re keeping it quiet. He’s an army officer over in Episkopi, but also an instructor at our flying club. He was recently promoted and will be based in Germany, so we’ll be doing the long-distance thing.”
Off the hook in an instant, the scheduled meeting was canceled and Jayne saluted then fled for her car, where she screamed her head off.
Somewhere near the salt lake, where our feral cats seem to congregate when they’re not shitting in our volleyball court, I did the same thing, though I wager my screams were louder. 
“Let me get this straight,” Gabriel says, frowning like he’s struggling to decipher my thoughts. Fortunately, I’m alone in this room, or I would be if this man wasn’t around. “You screamed because Jayne is safe?” 
“No, Gabriel, I screamed because I absolutely adore being a liar, pretending my lesbian friend is dating my straight male flying instructor, a man who said, ‘that wasn’t meant to happen,’ when I declared my love for him. And because of this fake relationship, I’m unable to pour my heart out for fear Jayne will feel awful, all while being infuriated she has to do it in the first place.”
I’m about to add the internal babies to my list of grievances but stop myself. 
Meanwhile, Gabriel scratches his head. “That’s a lot to process, so help me out. You screamed because you wish Jake would stay longer, and continue the charade?”
How stupid can men be, especially inside men with French names?
“No, you idiot,” I say, thinking a conversation about those babies might actually be preferable. I’d even tolerate Gabriel’s elongated silence, because his sudden urge to chat doesn’t feel good. “It ought to be obvious what I mean, Gabriel. I want this dating nonsense to be over.”
Shifting awkwardly, like my poor female mind is making him uncomfortable, Gabriel asks, “So, you want Jake to leave?”
“For fuck’s sake, use your damn brain.” 
The instant the words leave my mouth, I realize my brain is his, and his is mine, which also means I’m about as responsible for these ridiculous questions as he is. Isn’t that how this whole thing works? Not really sure, I hit the wall too hard and drop the hammer on my foot. 
“Fuck,” I shout, hopping around the unfinished floor. “Holy fucking Christ, I’ve broken a fucking toe.”
“Everything okay?” Jayne asks, sticking her head through the open door. 
“Does it look okay?” I ask, angry at her for no good reason. “I dropped the hammer on my foot and might have snapped a toe in half, but other than that, everything’s fine. Go back to doing whatever it is you’re up to.”
“Okay,” she says, like snapping a toe is an everyday incident. Like she doesn’t care, because she’s so damn happy to be free of her sexual dilemma, and her new bestie is Jake, and she’s loving tearing Demetri’s vacation rentals to shreds. So maybe I do have a good reason to be angry.
“I’ll be in to help in a moment,” she adds.
“Great,” I say, remembering I haven’t eaten for a hundred years, maybe even two hundred. “But could you please bring a large glass of wine, some crackers and cheese, and maybe a little cucumber?”
“A little cucumber?” Jayne says, stepping into the room and looking around. “What are you planning on doing with it?”
Shoving it up somebody’s butt, I want to say, but I don’t. Gabriel is watching and I don’t need another lecture, or Brooks showing up to give me more therapy. She tried that on Christmas Day, while I was alone in my room watching Shakespeare in Love and getting drunk. I couldn’t stand her presence because I wanted another hug, but I didn’t tell her that. How could I?
“By little I mean a few slices,” I say, no longer hopping around. “Not a whole vegetable, and I’d eat it, like people tend to do with food items.”
“Really?” she says, pulling a face. “Cucumber sandwiches were served at my nan’s funeral, so I’ll never eat the stuff again.”
“That’s true,” Jake says, walking past Jayne to join me. Shirt sticking to his back, I remember the gray t-shirt he wore the first time we met. “I noticed Jayne picking the chunks out of her salad during the few dates we’ve had.”
“Dates?” I say. “Those were dates?”
How the hell do I tell them this is torture, that I’m jealous, that I’m in love but not able to talk about it with anyone? I can’t, especially when both my friends are picking through a pile of white floor tiles like everything is normal.
“Okay, but which person are you jealous of?” Gabriel asks. 
How he’s suddenly found the gumption to ask questions after spending weeks staring, has me puzzled. He must have been coached. By Brooks, I have no doubt. 
“Or rather,” he continues, “who are you jealous of? I’m curious about your confusion over your gender and sexuality.”
What fucking confusion? 
I’m a woman, just a woman.
“Yeah,” he says, “but with male insiders.”
Who are more than welcome to move out. 
Once my friends leave the room, I say, “I don’t have any confusion over either.”
The frustrating thing is I could be walking over the Troodos mountains with Frankie right now. He found a military hiking group which starts in a parking lot and ends in a pub, and offers bus rides both ways. Or I could be strolling along the beach, smelling the salt and––
“Nipping onto the tourist street to buy an inflatable flamingo,” Gabriel finishes for me, smirk filling his scrawny face. “Yes, I agree that would be fun, but let’s get back to the mission.”
“Mission?” I say, picking up the hammer and smacking it against the wall like it’s a weapon. “What stupid mission?”
“The one where I’m meant to get to know you better,” he says, voice as smooth as honey. “I confess, at first I thought this was a silly assignment, but now I’m finding you to be quite entertaining. I’m curious to learn more.”
He used the word curious which proves it—the man’s been coached.
“Gabriel,” he says, growling. “The name’s Gabriel, and I did consult with Brooks, but you’re deflecting. Tell me about your family of origin.”
“Fine,” I say, because I’m angry at Delvin, and Brooks, and Gabriel, and my friends. “I have a living but estranged father and a fucking weird, but dead mother. No siblings that I know of, though there were always kids in my home. Oh, and I have a bunch of terrifying aunts and uncles, some alive, some dead. I have really strange memories. Some even keep me awake at night. And to cope, I’d pretend I was a boy dancing around tables during English classes. During mathematics, who the fuck knows where I went mentally. I’d come out of a dreamworld halfway through the lesson, with a worksheet in hand, but no idea what I’m meant to do. I was always in trouble.” 
After pausing and hearing no response, I say, “Are you happy now?”
Picking at his fingernails, Gabriel tells me he’s not. “Because there’s more, Maria, a lot more. Tell me about your grandparents.”
“What the hell, Gabriel, why?” 
My next hammer strike makes my wrist shudder, and I flap my arm in pain. 
“Okay, whatever,” I say, my wrist hurting too much to fight. “I loved my maternal grandparents with all my heart, and they loved me back. Then, for whatever stupid reason, we stopped visiting them. As for my paternal grandparents, they were fucking awful. Weird like the aunts and uncles they parented, though I’m not sure they were all related.”
“Okay, and now tell me about your mother.”
“My mother?” I say, using the hammer’s claw to extract plaster from the hole. “We didn’t bond, Gabriel, or that’s what she told me. She said our relationship was strained because her labor lasted five days, until a doctor finally pulled me out by forceps and placed me straight in an incubator. I struggled to feed and when my mother got upset, the nurses told her to quit being dramatic, and push through. I lost weight and when I cried in the nursery, I was either ignored or fed sugared water. By the time she got me home five days after my birth, I’d quit crying completely.”
“And…” Gabriel says, watching me struggle with my emotions, emotions I don’t want to feel. “What else, Maria, I know there’s more.”
“I fought to be put down whenever Mum tried to hold me. She said it hurt that I never wanted or needed her, and I tried to fix that, I really did. Sometimes I’d fake needing a hug, but my body recoiled. She died of a stroke when I was young, and…” Pausing, I realize the ridiculousness of what I’m about to say. “I’ve never forgiven myself for the harm my birth did to her.” 
Pushing a piece of plaster onto the street beneath our building, I wait for it to smash, then ask, “Is that enough information, Gabriel?”
“Not quite, Maria. Did you love her?”
Turning to face him, wanting to drill the hammer through his chest, I say, “I did the best I could, with the few tools I had, but can we please stop this?”
“And did you feel like she loved you?” 
“Loved me?” I repeat, remembering the disappointment in her voice, and the sadness on her face, and the accusations, the anger, the fury, and the unfairness of it all. “Of course she fucking loved me,” I shout, smacking the hammer into the wall, then turning and hurling it fully across the room. “She was my mother, so she had to. Now shut up with your stupid damn questions.”
“Maria, what’s going on?” a voice asks.
Turning, I find Jayne and Jake staring at me through the door. Or more accurately, their silhouettes staring, because after raining all morning, the sun has finally emerged and is shining brightly behind them. The spectacle looks like an artsy wedding photograph, and I burst out laughing. Hysterically laughing, like I did when I escaped the cave monsters and fell in the sand.
“Where’s my fucking cucumber, Jayne?” 
“Shit, I forgot,” Jake says, racing away from the door. “Let me go back down to Demetri.”
“Forget it,” I yell after him. “I don’t want anything from you, Jake. Nothing, not a thing. Or you Jayne, so run off too.”
Stepping into the room, Jayne looks alarmed and hurt. It makes sense, of course, as she has no idea what has happened between Jake and me during the last few weeks. How he’s avoided being around and given up teaching me to fly. How he’s passed me over to Alvyn like I’m an object, without so much as a final lesson, or a discussion, or a wish for my future success. Sure, I’m here with him now, but only because Jayne is. Jake and Jayne, Jayne and Jake, such fucking bullshit.
Not feeling safe enough to verbalize my thoughts, I pick up a tile and hurl it into the air. It crashes into the wall and shatters, tile fragments and ceramic dust falling like snow. Kneeling now, I pick up another, intending to do the same. 
Jayne lunges forward to stop me.
And that’s all she cares about. The stupid fucking tiles, and this place, and she’s not even sad. As Jake’s pretend girlfriend, she hasn’t shed a single tear about him leaving. Worse, I think she’s actually relieved. At least then she can quit this stupid shit show of their faux relationship. Then she can just be the girlfriend who’s missing her boyfriend, oversees doing very dangerous but top-secret things.
“Jake, a little help,” I hear her say, finding she’s kneeling beside me.
She doesn’t need help, she needs a fucking heart. As does Jake, who’s back again, thinking he’s such a great man. Well, he’s not, he’s a baby.
“Maria,” he says, kneeling too. “Give me the tile.”
“No!” I shout into his face.
Grabbing one end, he makes eye contact for the first time since drinking coffee on Demetri’s private patio, when he told me he’s leaving, and I told him about my love. “You’re angry, Maria, I get that, but why?”
“You should know,” I shout, seeing emotions flicker across Jayne’s face, going from concern to confusion. Something is happening she doesn’t understand, and I feel sorry in a way I haven’t been able to. This isn’t her fault, this was her survival. Jake’s the one to blame.
“Okay, and I probably do,” he says, snatching the tile from my hands. “But calm down and listen to what I have to say.”
“Calm down?” I repeat. “That’s it, you want me to calm down?”
“Yes, because I’m sorry, Maria. I’ve just been really busy with wrapping up my job, and everything.”
“So busy you’ve been able to work on this project, while not managing to make the flying club? So busy you couldn’t find time for any of your students? You’re an instructor, Jake, and you bailed on us all.”
“Yes, I know, I know.” Looking at Jayne, he says, “Alvyn’s been onto me too, and I’ll admit I’ve been avoiding the place. But only because I didn’t want to discuss what you said.”
Folding her arms across her chest, Jayne’s confusion is turning to anger. “Um, Jake, what did she say?” When he doesn’t answer, she adds, “Will somebody please tell me what’s going on?”
Shifting his legs into a seated position, Jake drops his head into his hands. “Maria might have mentioned she’s in love with me.”
“Might?” I say, wanting to hit him. “There’s no might about it.”
“When?” Jayne asks. “When did she say that?”
“The first night we spent here,” I say, sitting too. “When I woke really early and found Jake drinking coffee on the patio.”
“That long ago? And it didn’t occur to either of you to tell me, to stop this ridiculous game we’ve been playing?”
“I couldn’t,” I tell her. “Not after he said, that certainly wasn’t meant to happen, and continued to help you.”
Shaking her head, Jayne says, “Jake, you’re an idiot.”
“Thanks for the accolade,” he says, standing. “Okay, I know, but in my defense, Maria and I agreed a relationship was off the table when we first met. I thought her comment came down to fear of me leaving, like an emotional blip.”
“An emotional blip?” I say, incredulous that he’d think that, much less say it. “You make me sound like a silly little schoolgirl with a meaningless crush, or what was that kind little word you just used?”
“A blip,” Jayne says, “and you met months ago, Jake. Things evolve, people change. We can’t control who we’re attracted to and who we fall in love with. I know that better than most people, and after helping me these last few weeks, you should too.”
“Yes,” Jake says, pacing the room. “But ignoring the comment seemed easier, especially when I’m leaving.”
“Oh, that’s beyond lame,” Jayne says. 
“Stop it,” I say, irritated at myself for starting this. “None of this is your fault, Jake, or yours, Jayne. Shouldn’t the bigger worry be that I threw a tile against the wall and broke it?”
“We have spares,” Jake says. Pulling a five-inch-long vegetable from his pants, he adds, “But I did get you a cucumber.”
“You put an item of food near your dick?” Jayne asks. “Why would you do such a thing?”
“Because I had to save our tiles from destruction.”
Taking the cucumber, I stand and fetch the hammer, then continue what I was doing with one hand, while nibbling the contents of my other. 
“I’m not sure whether I’m proud of you, or horrified,” Gabriel says, once my friends have returned to their respective activities.
“And I’m not sure whether your opinion matters. But why are you here, really? And don’t pull that top secret bullshit again, as we’re way past that. You know me well enough to do the service of a little honesty. And anyway, Delvin tells me you’re his boss, so that makes you somewhat important. Tell me the truth, Gabriel.”
“I lead the resistance,” he says.
“Ah, the resistance. What would an inside world be without a good resistance organization?”
“A far healthier place, potentially,” Gabriel says, which shocks me. I’d have expected him to defend it, and his role. “Assuming there aren’t any guards, of course, and the institute isn’t a thing.”
“So, you’re here because of the castle I built?” I ask. “I’m not proud of it, Gabriel. Does Little Bobby really have a sister there?”
“We think so, and he wants her brought to him. And while that’s understandable, it’s also extremely complicated.”
“Why?” I ask, finally managing to tear out a large chunk of plaster.
“Because we think you’ve seen her.”
Pushing it through to the street, which is cordoned off for safety, I shake my head. “No, sorry,” I say, hating the way I feel inside, repulsed by what I’ve done to mere babies. “I haven’t seen her, but I’ll be sure to let you know if I do.” Pausing, I realize something else needs to be addressed. “But while we’re chatting, I do have a question about the woman in the sparkly red dress.”
“Athena,” he says. “She has a name, Maria, and I’m sure she’d love you to use it.”
“Okay, Athena,” I say, hating the way her name feels in my mouth, and hating myself for feeling that way. “She appeared when I first met Jake, and I’ve seen her a couple of times since, but while I’ve been pining over my friends’ fake relationship and falling out of love with Jake, she’s been conspicuous by her absence. That seems weird as I’d tagged her as the woman who, well, can be a little flirty, so what gives?”
Nodding, Gabriel says, “She has been around, but you don’t see her.”
“Really, that’s fabulous news,” I say, missing the gist of Gabriel’s words. 
“Au contraire,” he says, his use of French coming across as snarky. “Not being aware of her presence is the opposite of great.”
“Whatever,” I say.
Gabriel’s just a guy, and a pretend guy at that. 

Five days later, Jake is sitting beside me in India Romeo. 
“Will you carry on flying once we land and I get out?” he asks. 
Shaking my head, I tell him I don’t have the heart for it. “I’m not sure I’d be safe, Jake.”
Resting a hand on my arm, he gives it a little squeeze. “But it might do you good, Maria, be a distraction. I’d prefer to think of you flying when I launch.”
“Possibly, but this isn’t about your comfort,” I say, surprising myself. When did I learn to express my wants and needs, and prioritize them over the desires of others? “And I’d rather just take you to the terminal,” I add. “Your cases are already there, I take it?”
“Yes, Jayne has them behind the check in desk. I’m sorry, Maria. You have a great capacity for love, and I wish things had been different.”
“I know,” I say, flying along our ocean cliffs. “I’m just glad we got to do this, one last time.”
“Me too, and I’ll miss you, Maria. I’ll miss you so much.”
“Yeah, I know that too.”
Turning to fly back over land, I reduce power and drop the flaps. “Make your last call,” I say, guiding the plane into a gradual descent and watching my position relative to the runway. 
Jake presses the radio button. “Akrotiri Tower, this is Five India Romeo turning finals for a full stop approach.”
Cliff’s voice responds. “Five India Romeo, landing approved. I believe you’re heading to the terminal. Wishing you clear skies, smooth air, and a safe journey, Jake.”
Hearing my friend say Jake’s name over the radio is my undoing.
Forty minutes later, I borrow Frankie’s bicycle and cycle onto the cliffs, to the spot where I’ve spent many recent hours. I sit on my special rock and wait and wait, watching over rooftops and toward the runway. At last, the distant trooper joins the taxiway, and slips like a silent ship toward the threshold of runway two-eight. It lines up and pauses, then begins to accelerate, nose lifting first, then its main wheels. Moments later, Jake has faded into the clouds.
Standing, I walk nearer to the edge, arriving at a spot where winds curl around a cove and whistle as they blow over the cliff’s rocky lip. A breeze sweeps my hair from my face, and I hold out my arms, spreading my fingers. They feel small. All of me feels small.
The shift is painful, the little girl living within me coming alive. I feel her traveling through secret passageways and traversing muscle, pouring anguish like ice over my heart. Her pain uses a different language to mine. Not of words or thoughts, but a language of presence, swelling inside me. It hurts and chokes and pushes me aside.
Seeing her step away from my body, she wanders along the clifftop, hands pushed deep into the pockets of her little red dress. Finding gravel on which to sit, she draws her legs to her chest and begins to rock.
“Why didn’t she love me?” her little voice asks, slicing a dagger through my heart. I feel it pushing and twisting and tearing me open. The ocean water cries fifty feet beneath us, like its salty swell feels it too.
Picking up a rock, I hurl it into a pool trapped behind a chunk of fallen cliff.
Circles of pain spread from where the rock splashes.
“Is it because I'm bad?” the little girl asks.
Are you? I wonder, not knowing how to respond.
Angry, I throw another rock. A bigger one this time.
It misses the pool and smashes to smithereens on a fractured boulder, sending shards flying and causing ripples of chaos.
The little girl laughs, a gust of wind lifting her curls. Then comes another gust, and another and another, reaching up from the ocean like gnarled fingers and smothering her laugh.
Her mood changes, darkens, saddens, becomes heavier. 
“Shut up!” I shout into the wind, not liking what I hear, what I feel. 
“I can’t,” the little girl cries. “I’m sad.”
Not caring, I shout, “I said shut the hell up!”
A cauldron simmers inside my chest, and a roar erupts, burning my throat and drying my mouth.
The little girl’s chest collapses and folds over itself, taking her too near to the cliff’s edge.
The pain is awful. I want her to love me, and leave me, and free me. But that won't happen. She hates who I am, and I hate who she is.
But still, she's a child, just a child.
“Walk away from the cliffs,” I plead, confused by my thoughts.
Fear swells in her eyes.
"Please, step away and walk toward me."
The girl, so small and alone, comes nearer and lifts her hands.
Kneeling, I wrap my arms around her, knowing by hugging her, I’m also hugging me. 
“What’s your name?” I ask, feeling a curl brush against my cheek.
Lips pressing against my ear, she whispers a single word before her presence fades like a shadow at dusk, leaving me alone with my arms still wrapped around my chest.
A snake slithers three yards from where I kneel. It looks at me, as though testing to see how scared I might be.
But I’m not scared.
I’m not anything.
My body feels frozen.
When the snake realizes I'm no more alive than a rock, it turns away and continues its journey, leaving the word she whispered to linger.
Gracie.
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“I can’t believe it,” I shout, thrilled that I’m finally able to see the wood for the trees. Standing on the cliffs with Frankie’s bicycle resting against my hip, I’ll admit there aren’t many trees growing along January’s oceanic horizon, but I’m confident what I’ve realized is right. Debbie feels confident too, or at least that’s what her text says. Penelope hasn’t yet responded, but as she’s feeling much healthier, she’s taken her voice back on the road. 
“How did I not realize?” I ask the wind. “And why did it take so long?”
I’ve been up here most afternoons since Jake left, and I’ve seen the little girl several times. At first, I assumed she was just an imaginary part of me, then I realized that’s the case with all my insiders. Sure, they feel real, and autonomous, and sometimes obnoxious, but if I was to drop dead and die, they’d be gone too. All of them. 
“Well, that’s dark,” Delvin says, showing up beside me. “But it's keeping your mind off Jake, which is good. That being said, you might want to head inside and share your assumption.”
“It’s more than an assumption,” I say, climbing on the bicycle. As Delvin doesn’t have any wheels, he’s either going to have to run extremely fast, or stay behind. Or fade, he could simply fade. 
“Or I could ride on the back, like I did when you were a kid.”
“No you didn’t,” I say, pushing my foot on the pedal and taking my body into motion. Except he did. I remember him doing it, though he was just an imaginary friend back then. No way did I think he’d still be around in my thirties.
“Wait a minute,” I say, cycling back to where he stands. “If you were one of the institute babies, how come I remember your presence when I was a kid?”
Shrugging, he says, “Dunno. Maybe you needed a friend. Maybe you needed somebody with a terrific sense of humor to help you navigate stormy waters.”
“And I chose you?”
Shrugging again, he says, “Why not? I’d choose me.”
Resuming my cycling, I arrive at Block 201 and toss Frankie’s bicycle beside our litter tray. When I run into my room, I’m hoping I’ll arrive in the Old Mother’s kitchen, or beside the rearing horse, but instead, I find myself surrounded by a strong smell of stagnant water. And it’s dark, of course. Why wouldn’t it be?
“Hello,” I shout, realizing whatever I’m standing on is rocking. “Is anybody here?”
Nobody answers, but at least I’m not hearing any growls.
“Okay, you fools,” I continue, feeling my excitement fade. “I’ve figured something out that’s really important, so you might want to show up. You could even bring on the fanfare trumpeters, and the drummers, and the cheering crowds.” 
When nothing happens, my lack of vision seems to supercharge the rest of my senses. Either that, or they showed up late to the party, because the motion beneath my feet combined with the dank smell is making my stomach lurch. 
“Some fucking party,” I shout, too disoriented to move. “Come on, somebody, please. It stinks like a sewer here. Don’t tell me I’m inside the bowels of the village, or worse, in tunnels beneath the Old Mother’s castle, so dark and gloomy nobody would ever enter.” Shivering at my sarcasm, I add, “Because that would be awful.”
A male voice laughs. “You don’t like the sensation of moving water?” he asks. 
“Nice of you to show up,” I say, not wanting to reveal my relief. “But am I in a boat?” 
Still unable to see anything, I hear him say, “No, Maria, though that’s not a bad guess. You’re actually in my boathouse.”
“Oh, well it stinks,” I inform him. “I feel sick, and if you don’t mind, I’d like to get out.”
A pair of doors swing open with a loud bang, filling the boathouse with sunlight so bright my eyes feel like they’ve been electrocuted. 
“Argh,” somebody shouts behind me, dropping to the rocking ground like a wet rag. “Jesus, Lawrence, I hate it when you do that.”
Laughing, the man says, “You asked for it, Delvin. I saw you creeping up on Maria, planning on startling her.”
“You little shit,” I say, half laughing and half feeling a childlike urge to kick the kid. Sadly, the moment I raise my foot, the deck wobbles and I’m overwhelmed by motion sickness. 
“Not in here,” Lawrence says, grabbing the scruff of my neck. Opening another door, he hurls me into the sweet smell of soft grass. “Nobody stages a fight near my submarine, ever.”
The grass smells so good, I find myself thinking Daisy is smart for feasting on it. Though I wouldn’t want to, personally, because cows tend to pee and poop in their dinner. 
“You have a submarine?’ I ask instead.
“Yes, and this idiot can get out too,” Lawrence says, grabbing Delvin by the neck and turfing him onto the grass beside me.
“Is this man always so welcoming?” I ask.
“No, he’s usually far worse,” Delvin says, grinning. “I’m joking, Lawrence is fine, but we can also call him Lawrie. The man’s just very obvious. No, that’s not the right word.”
“Obnoxious?” I ask.
“No,” Delvin says, “that would be you. Cantankerous might be more like it. Or volatile, capricious, ill-tempered, crotchety.”
“Are you done?” Lawrence asks, feet spread apart and hands resting on his hips. 
He’s a domineering character, with his big ginger beard, mop of unruly hair, waders that make his thighs look like a wrestler, huge chest, and arms so muscular they look like his tartan shirt should burst open. “And where’d you learn all those words, Delvin?”
“From a book called a thesaurus, Lawrie. Once I was done looking up synonyms for sex, I decided to find words to describe all the insiders. And Maria, yes, there’s a yellow submarine floating in there. I can’t believe you missed it.”
“My eyes were fried by the light,” I tell Delvin, watching Lawrence shake his head and return to the boathouse. “Can we take a look? Though I may have to crawl rather than try to stand.”
“Sure,” Delvin says, “let’s both crawl. It’ll piss Lawrence off even more.”
“What the hell are you two playing at?” the big man asks, folding what appears to be a fishing net.
“Crawling,” Delvin says, choosing to push between Lawrie’s knees. 
“I see that, Delvin, but why?”
“Because I don’t have sea legs,” I say, preparing myself to discover something massive, imposing, suitable for the giant standing above me. What I find is a little blob of yellow. “What the hell,” I say, resting on my haunches. “This is a disappointment, it’s tiny.”
“It’s sufficient,” Lawrence says, irritation evident in his tone.
“For what––rapid asphyxiation?” I ask, not caring whether I get thrown out again. Don’t ask me why, but I rather enjoyed the solidarity my ejection brought with Delvin. 
“Excuse me,” Lawrence says, “but yours truly built that from scratch, and I happen to be very proud of it. We didn’t have a lot of resources, you being just a child, but we managed to build something incredible.”
“Okay, I’m sorry,” I say, “but you do have to admit the craft bears an uncanny resemblance to the Beatles’ Yellow Submarine.”
“Which makes perfect sense,” Lawrence says, bending his legs to kneel beside us. “As that’s all we had to work with. However, this is smaller with a single rolling canopy and no side windows. It’s possible to use as a boat, which we do from time to time. Maybe we’ll take you out in it soon.”
“Uh, I think not,” I say, wanting to get on Lawrence’s good side, but not to that extent. 
“Based on what your insiders discussed last night,” Delvin says, “you may not have much choice, but have you told Lawrie about the big discovery you made?”
“You know about that?” I ask, amazed by Delvin. The kid is omniscient. 
“Yes,” Delvin says, his eyes flying wide open. “That’s the word I found last night in the thesaurus, and I decided it describes me perfectly. There are other words too, like dickhead, wanker, tosspot, and idiot, but tell Lawrie what you discovered.”
“Oh, right,” I say, wondering what kind of thesaurus he’s using. I’m not sure I ever found those terms in those I used as a kid.
“There’s a little girl I see on the outside every now and then, but I’ve never seen when I come inside, even during the Old Mother’s story. When I saw her on the Akrotiri Cliffs, she told me her name is Gracie, and it occurred to me, just today, that she has to be Bobby’s sister.”
This news doesn’t bring the response I’d expect. Rather, Lawrence’s body begins to look glitchy. After making a few worrisome static noises, his entire muscular form shimmers and fades, until not a single cell is left. 
“Is he being teleported to the Old Mother?” I ask.
When Delvin doesn’t answer, I turn to find he’s disappeared too. 
“Come back,” I shout, running from the boathouse and back to my room. “Delvin, where are you? I need to know whether I’m right.”
I can’t believe it.
They’ve left me hanging.
“You pair of bastards,” I say, checking the bathroom but not finding them there.
“Everything okay?” Rebecca asks, opening her adjoining door. 
“Yeah, sorry, I was talking on the phone.” Looking at my hands, it’s obvious I’m lying. “Then I came in here and started swearing, but everything’s fine.”
“Good, because aren’t you supposed to be somewhere today?”
“Yes,” I say, pointing my finger like I know exactly where I’m meant to be, though I don’t have a clue. “And I’m going there right now.”
“Okay, good luck. Let me know how it goes.”
Deciding to return to the bicycle, I grab a bottle of water and make for the door. That’s when my phone comes alive. 
“Wassup?” I shout into the receiver, while kicking off with my right foot. 
"Hello to you too,” a voice says, by way of greeting. “Where the hell are you?”
“Negotiating a steep curb,” I say, “and good afternoon, Alvyn. Where the hell are you?”
“Very funny, Maria. We’re running ahead of schedule, and I need you here ASAP.”

Though I arrive at the clubhouse in less than two minutes, Alvyn doesn’t seem especially impressed. In fact, he silences me the moment I enter his office––a room with a large picture window and a massive desk pushed against it. Hearing a croaky male voice speak through a handheld radio, he grabs a pair of binoculars and turns his attention toward the window.
“What are you looking at?” I ask, noting the sun is finally breaking through the clouds. 
“Not the fellow who just landed,” Alvyn says, watching me lift my water bottle to my lips. 
For some reason, the movement feels robotic, and I imagine myself as an android.
“This guy had some lessons from Jake and can actually fly. He’s just finished his first cross country flight to Paphos.”
“My favorite trip,” I say, telling myself not to think about Jake. He’s been gone three weeks, more or less, and the first few days after his departure were miserable. It didn’t help that Alvyn kept talking about how he'd really thought we’d make a go of being a couple. Realizing I’m thinking about him anyway, I say, “But you haven’t told me what you are looking at.”
The radio crackles and Alvyn sweeps his binoculars through the air. “James, a young fellow I don’t think you’ve met. A good pilot but struggles with nerves. Lives on the eastern sovereign base area. 
“You mean Dhekelia Barracks?” I ask, using my robotic legs to pull a wheelie chair over to the window. Watching my fellow students land is one of my favorite activities, especially when they’re humanoids struggling with nerves, and especially when I have a story to share.
“I had a meeting in Dhekelia last week and I turned off the motorway too soon, somehow winding up in the middle of an artillery range.”
“Good lord,” Alvyn says, lowering his binoculars and scowling. “What happened?”
“Ah, sadly I got blown up and was buried yesterday.”
Had I been talking to Debbie or Penelope, I’d go on to describe a nearby explosion, and the spraying of soil, and the rumbling sound of a tank bouncing over the ground, but Alvyn doesn’t know how easily my imagination runs away from reality.
“I’m lying, obviously,” I say, aware the robotic feeling is lessening, which is a shame. “The truth is a tank showed up and escorted me off.”
“Holy crap,” Alvyn says, though I’m not sure whether the comment is directed at me or James. “What the hell are you doing?” Lifting his binoculars to his eyes, Alvyn tells me to pick up the spare pair. “By the way, James is taking his skills test.”
I locate the plane ten feet above the ground. It drops through the air, hits the runway, and bounces three times. “Take that, Akrotiri,” I shout. “Will he pass?”
Alvyn leans back into his seat and lifts his feet onto the table. “Not sure, honestly. And as a forewarning, Andreas is a decent enough guy but can be a little sexist."
“Are you serious?” I ask, lowering the binoculars so quickly they smack into the tabletop. “Only a man would describe another man as decent and sexist in the same sentence."
“Beggars can’t be choosers,” Alvyn says, returning his spectacles to his nose. “Do you have any idea how many qualified examiners are on the island? Obviously not, because I don’t either, but we're lucky to have Andreas. You’re lucky too, because you're up next.”
“For a skills test?” I ask, feeling my bowels turn to liquid. Since Alvyn has taken over my lessons, we’ve completed the entire syllabus and more, but still. “Um, okay, but are you sure I submitted my paperwork?”
Alvyn holds up several sheets of paper. “Yup. Signed, sealed, and delivered. And you even managed to pay.”
Leaning across the desk, I swipe the papers from Alvyn’s hand and check them. Seeing something akin to my handwriting, it’s a little too swirly and old fashioned, which tells me exactly what I need to know. I didn’t complete the paperwork. Amelia did, and Amelia must have told Rebecca. Either that, or I did while lamenting over Jake, then promptly forgot. 
Taking the papers from my hand, Alvyn says, “I bet five quid that Andreas asks for a short field, full flap landing.”
Feeling Amelia slip forward inside my mind, I say, “Ten dollars bets I land with twenty degrees of flap, or less.”
“Dollars, Maria? Why on earth would I have dollars? Fifteen quid bets you fail if you refuse to do as he asks.”
Swaggering from the room like I’m Maverick from Top Gun, I say, “Twenty dollars bets I pass.”
When James passes by, I ask. “How’d it go?” 
“Not as terrible as it might have, and he wants to retest me later.”
“He’s giving you a second chance,” I say, reminding myself not to fall into the trap of liking a man described as sexist. “Which can only be a good thing.”
“I know, but I have to get a handle on my nerves. You look confident. How do you do it?”
“Oh, that’s easy. I’m Amelia Earhart reincarnated, so…” 
Seeing shock and disbelief clouding his expression, I grin. “I’m joking, of course, but it helps to pretend. Think about who you want to be, then let yourself be that person. Or pretend you’re a robot, an extension of the aircraft.” Guessing I’m talking right over his head, I add, “Or wear leather flying gloves so you can’t feel your own sweat.”
Approaching Juliet Bravo, the right-side door opens and a man with dark, slicked back hair and a thick mustache slips out. Dressed in black trousers and a collared white shirt, he looks like a character from a 1950’s black-and-white movie, costarring a beautiful woman incapable of doing anything aside from being woefully incapable, and clearly in need of a man to help spend her rich daddy’s money. 
Circling the cowling, Andreas looks me up and down, lips battling between forming a smile or a sneer, and going with the sneer. "I believe I see a woman,” he says.
“Good eye,” I tell him, using a baseball term. “And as for being female, I was born this way. I’ve heard it happens from time to time.”
Pulling at his mustache, Andreas’s sneer morphs into a smile. “How very interesting. I've tested several women over the years.”
Knowing he wants me to ask whether they passed, I refuse to do so. “And now you’re going to test me,” I say, instead. “Feel free to hop inside while I pre-flight the aircraft.”
“It’s part of the exam to watch your every move.”
“Of course it is,” I say, noting he’s more interested in my butt and boobs than the airworthiness of the aircraft. 
“Read your interior checks aloud,” Andreas says, once we’re inside the cockpit. 
“Seats, belts, doors and windows are adjusted, fastened and closed,” I say, using the BBC voice we adopted during our first solo flight. It worked well then, so I’m confident it’ll work now, though these thoughts make me wonder who I am. Not that it matters, because I’m feeling a gazillion times more confident than I did during my first solo. “Parking brake is on, radio and avionics are off, instruments are undamaged and secure… I’m priming the engine.”
I give the throttle two pumps, open my window and yell, “Clear prop,” then twist the key. The motor coughs to a start, sending the propeller spinning, which turns the cabin into a study of vibration. I love this feeling, of a once-benign hunk of metal taking on a life of its own. 
Pressing the transmit button, I say, “Akrotiri Tower, this is Five Juliet Bravo with two people on board, requesting taxi, runway two-eight.”
“Five Juliet Bravo,” Cliff says, making me smile. “You are cleared to taxi, runway two-eight. Inbound aircraft will land before you, call once ready for departure.”
“Watch for inbound, and will call when ready for departure,” I repeat back. 
While I’m taxiing in the direction of the runway, the American U-2 reconnaissance aircraft appears to the east. It’s a spectacular beast, with long dark wings and a slim body, and a nose loaded with cameras. They call her the Dragon Lady, and honestly, I’d do anything to see inside the squadron’s operation. 
The Dragon Lady flies over the runway threshold, a chase car tucking behind its tail, driven by a second pilot helping talk the aircraft down. I see the mission pilot’s white helmet and yellow space suit through the U-2’s canopy and wonder where he’s flown. This is January 2000, a little over a year since Operation Desert Fox, and Saddam Hussein’s offering a $14,000 reward to anybody who shoots down a Coalition aircraft monitoring his country. So far, that money remains in Hussein’s vault, and I hope it stays there. The man is a danger to society. 
Once the U-2 has cleared the runway, I line up along the centerline, and Andreas says, “Okay, young lady, show me what you can do.”
Thoughts drifting away from world events, I launch and show him exactly what this young lady can do––a steady climb, perfect shallow turns, accurate steep turns, controlled slow flight, textbook stalling, and a perfect gliding descent following a pretend engine failure.
“Your English is very good,” I say, once our maneuvers are complete.
Nodding, he says, “Pilots are known for having good English.”
I decide to take a risk, put him off guard. “Pilots are also known for being assholes.” 
“And are you talking about me?” he asks, smiling fortunately. 
“No, I’m talking about myself,” I tell him. 
Because what he doesn’t know is that we’re getting close to the part I’ve been most looking forward to. “What are your thoughts on flap setting?” I ask, taking the challenge head on. It’s getting to be late in the afternoon, the clouds have cleared, and the sun is sinking in the west.
Andreas says the predictable, “Short field, full flaps.”
“Really?” I ask, behaving like this is a mistake only a novice would make. “Don’t you think that’s an unnecessary risk, with the sun sinking at the far end of a very long runway? I’d recommend using twenty degrees max, which would allow for a prompt go-around should the sun prevent us eyeballing an obstruction.”
Nodding, Andreas takes the hook. “You sound very knowledgeable, so let’s do it.”
Alvyn’s eyes have to be upon us during the entire descent. 
“What was the flap setting on that landing?” he asks, opening my door the minute I cut the engine. 
“I passed, Alvyn. Thanks for asking, and I used twenty degrees.”
Watching Andreas exit the aircraft, Alvyn whispers, “And how the hell did you manage that?”
“I told him I felt the setting sun called for a conservative approach.”
Pulling two ten-dollar bills from his pocket, Alvyn says, “I knew the minute you launched, you’d win. I had to grovel to the U-2 squadron to get these. The chase car pilot stopped by to deliver them, said his name’s Glen. Nice enough fellow, and said you might already know him, as he carried you after fainting while drunk at a dinner.”
“I was not drunk,” I say, snatching the money and feeling Amelia fade away. “And nor, for that matter, do I know him.”
“Then I think you will soon,” Alvyn says, giggling his way back to the clubhouse. “Though I still think you and Jake should have given it a go.”

I return to the block to find a white sheet hanging from the roof, saying, Beware, Maria has a pilot’s license. 
“And guess what?" Jayne says, having recovered beautifully following her fake boyfriend’s departure. I’m being sarcastic, of course, but it's all in good humor. She, Jake and I decided to go with a clean break, so neither of us have heard from him, or intend to stay in touch. He’ll visit when he’s next in Cyprus, assuming that ever happens. 
Shoving a heavy red bag into my arms, Jayne says, “There’s a decent layer of snow on the mountains, so we’re going to Royal Air Force Troodos to celebrate.”
“Okay, but why there?” I ask, opening the bag to find it packed with my clothing. 
“To ski, of course. An American U-2 pilot told Cliff he’d booked a block of rooms, but it turns out half his squadron can’t go as they’re flying a last-minute mission tomorrow. So, Glen invited us instead.”
Feeling like my energy is sapped, I sit on one of Frankie’s seats. “But Jayne, the man doesn’t know us, and we don’t know him. We can’t just zip up a mountain to stay with a complete stranger. What if he’s an ax murderer?”
“Now, I’m aware the Americans are a little weird,” Frankie says, kneeling beside a massive green army bag. 
If ever there was a pot calling a kettle black, this would be it. Looking at Jayne, I see she’s thinking much the same thing. 
“But I don’t think they let ax murderers fly spy planes,” Frankie continues, “and besides, he knows Cliff. And apparently, you’re familiar with him too.”
“You’re talking about Glen?” I ask, remembering the name Alvyn mentioned. “And no, I don’t know him, Frankie. I know of him, there’s a difference.”
“If you say so,” Frankie says. “Anyway, Cliff’s just finishing up in the tower, then we’ll head out.”
Wanting a moment to process that I’ve just earned a pilot’s license, I ask if there’s time for a cup of tea. 
“There’s always time for tea,” Jayne says, flicking on the kettle. “Oh, and I confessed to Frankie that my relationship with Jake was fake.”
“You did what?” I ask, wondering why this has to be thrown at me now. “Why would you do that?”
“Political reason which I don’t want to get into yet, but also because––”
“I fucking guessed,” Frankie interrupts. “Jayne doesn’t like men, she never has, and she never will. And for your information, the reason Cliff and I were so giggly was not because we’re children, like you thought, but because we knew it was a charade.”
“Which made you act like children?”
Shrugging, he hands me a mug of tea.
I’m halfway down its depths when Cliff strides into the room. “All packed?” he asks, a small blue bag slung over his shoulder.
“I most certainly am,” Frankie says, opening his bag to reveal very little clothing, but enough alcohol to supply a small liquor store.
Nodding his head in approval, Cliff says, “Good, and before I forget. Maria, the soldier from Dhekelia passed his second skills test, and he says thanks for your excellent advice. And secondly, I learned today that Glen is very interested in talking to you.”
“Why?” I ask, thinking the American wants his two ten-dollar bills back. He can forget that, though, because they’re mine. 
Shaking his head, Cliff reaches into Frankie’s bag and cracks open a beer, which Jayne promptly removes from his hand. 
“You’re fucking driving,” she says, guzzling it down in one go and stifling a burp.
“Are we ready?” Frankie asks.
 Against my better judgment, I pick up my bag, and follow my friends to Cliff’s car.
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“And this is how we’re celebrating my successful skills test?” I ask, peering through Cliff’s windshield.
Despite my earlier trepidation, Jayne and I spent the drive from Akrotiri conjuring visions of picturesque ski villages with horse-drawn sleighs, heated gathering spots, and gluhwein stands. Sadly, these visions were dashed the moment we pulled through a tall, barbed wire fence, and onto a base thick with cadaverous fog.
“This place is perfect for a psychological thriller,” I say. When nobody mocks my observation, I feel even more anxious. 
“Was it built as a prison?” Jayne asks, studying a building through a side window, the same building Frankie tells us we’ll be trusting to keep us safe while we sleep.
Cliff turns off his windshield wipers. “Possibly, or it might have been some kind of recuperative medical facility.”
“For whom?” Frankie asks, opening his door and reaching out to touch the air. “Hannibal Lecter and all his cronies?”
Jayne’s mood changes, and she clasps her hands excitedly. “Do you think we’ll get to meet Jodie Foster? I’m a big fan of hers, and I’m so glad Hannibal didn’t eat her face off.”
“Me too,” Cliff says. Pulling a cold beer from a cooler by Jayne’s feet, he pops it open and guzzles it down. After burping he says, “Having no facial flesh would have ruined her impressive jawline. Frankie, it’s freezing, so shut the fucking door.”
Slamming it, the sound makes me think of a muffled gunshot. “Great idea, Cliff. Let’s just you, me, and the girls sit huddled in the car all night. Hopefully, we’ll freeze to death, which will save the population of Akrotiri from cowering beneath Maria’s aeronautical antics.”
“I’ll have you know our teacher friend flew extremely well today,” Cliff counters, turning to smile in my direction. While part of me registers the compliment, I’m more focused on watching fingers of deathly mountain air wrap around the car. 
Checking his phone, Cliff smiles again. “Glen just texted to say our rooms are ready. Give him a fair chance, everyone, because I think you’ll like him. I do, and I’m rather particular.”
“Particular?” Frankie repeats, pushing open his door and stepping out. Lowering his head, he launches into his usual tirade. “You’re a long way from particular, Cliff. Do I need to remind you, for the umpteenth time, that you have a nasty habit of befriending folk and—”
“Stop it,” Jayne interrupts. 
Looking at me, she says, “Maria, you’re awfully quiet. What’s going on?”
Thinking about the monsters lurking within my internal cave, I say, “I’m irrationally worried one of Steven King’s monsters might emerge from the fog and drag Frankie off.”
“Worried?” Cliff says, turning off his engine. “Why, because a monster taking Frankie would solve a lot of problems.”
Watching the man in question light a cigarette, I realize that’s partly true. “But I’d miss the old goat,” I say. “And now that I’m thinking about it, what if the creatures are fussy about their prey? There’s no way a discerning monster would eat a caustic smoker like him, especially when there are other, softer, juicier, and more gentle specimens waiting inside the car. And even if my monster theory is wrong, don’t you think Frankie looks like a cold war spy?”
“Nope,” Cliff says, removing his key from the ignition. “I think he looks like a man who’s attracted to you, and he doesn’t like that Glen is partial too.”
Opening his door, Cliff steps outside then leans in. “Think about it, Maria. Frankie’s rudest to the people he likes most, and he’s really rude to you, or about you.”
“Yes, but that’s called being British, not being attracted to somebody.” No longer interested in pursuing this conversation, I add, “Jayne, you get out too, and if the monsters don’t get you, I’ll follow. And don’t look at me like that. Sometimes, needs must.”
“Shit, it’s miserable out here,” Cliff says, standing tall and stretching. “Okay, let me get our bags.”
He’s strolling past my window and to the rear of the car when suddenly, his entire body disappears from sight. I hear a groan, followed by a string of expletives. 
Jayne, being braver than me, launches from her seat. She’s near where Cliff went down when I hear a thump. Jayne’s body disappears too. 
“Fuck this,” she says, “get off me, you bloody eejit.”
Grinning, Cliff presses his nose against the glass. “We beat them off, Maria. The monsters have gone so you’re safe.”
“That’s not fucking funny,” I shout, pushing my door into his face and shoving him with my foot. 
The rear hatch opens and Jayne leans in. “In case your imagination is running wild, know that Cliff saved me from falling, then turned it into his ridiculous joke.”
Assuring myself that any monster, discerning or not, would have dragged my friends into the forest just to shut them up, I step from the car. 
Not wanting to take any chances, however, I use the car’s frame to assist my footing, grab the bag Jayne offers, then slip, slide, and skid toward the building. I’m three or four potential tumbles away from the entrance when Delvin appears at my side.
“Hello,” he says, legs moving with the surety of Jesus walking on water. “I suppose you’re wondering why I’m here.”
“Not especially,” I say, sliding into him to see if he topples, which he does not. “Though I’m wondering why you’d want to bother. This place is fucking miserable.” 
Opening the entrance door, I drop my bag and turn to watch my friends. 
“Yes, but that’s exactly why I’m here,” Delvin says. “In light of recent developments, it’s important for me to adjust to the cold, and the misery. And I’m excited, actually. Unlike your dear friend, Athena, who says it’s far too wintry to be strutting over mountaintops and through valleys.”
“That’s very poetic,” I say, wondering why it’s taking so long for three people to get their bags and walk to the building. “And I imagine it’s very unpleasant wearing that ridiculous red dress, especially somewhere like this. Has she thought about finding a different outfit, changing into something a little more comfortable?”
“Don’t you think she would, if she could?” Delvin asks.
Not sure what to make of his question, I’m relieved my friends are finally heading toward the building. 
“Anyway, I need to continue my training,” Delvin says, with the excitement of somebody learning to parasail in Hawaii. “But before I go, know that Jake would be really proud of your flying success, Maria. I liked him and I know you miss him, so realize that. Now I’m off.”
Stepping back outside, he resumes his Jesus stunt and waves, then allows a streak of mischief to take over.
“What the fuck are you laughing at?” Frankie asks, falling into the lobby
“You, Frankie, and the others,” I say, feeling tension flow from my body. “You looked like a bunch of ducks landing on a frozen pond.”
Though that’s true, I was also giggling at Delvin’s words, and his antics. Having tagged behind them, he pretended to slip everywhere. He’s since disappeared, though I’m hopeful he won’t have gone far. The Old Mother, and even Gabriel, wouldn’t allow him to do something unsafe. 
Cliff follows Jayne into the building. “Glen says we’re upstairs. Ours are the first two rooms on the left.”
Once we’re at the top of the stairs, we study the doors.  “Which one, left or right?” Frankie asks, allowing Jayne to choose. 
“Right,” she says, entering a room far more livable than the standard configuration of those in block 201. Actually, if I’m honest, it looks like a low-budget hotel room, but my standards have adjusted.
Sitting on the bed nearest the door, I ask Jayne whether I can ask a personal question. When she nods, I say, “You were pretending to date Jake for several weeks. Do you miss him?” 
“Yes, of course I do,” she says, checking the second bed for bounce and finding it lacking. Removing her earrings, she places them on a brown dresser. A framed mountain photo fills the wall above it. 
Changing the subject, she says, “Do you mind if I take a shower? Cliff’s volunteered to hunt down some dinner, and we’re hoping to meet up in half an hour.”
“Then why don’t you ever talk about him?” I ask, not sure I heard a word of what she said. 
Sighing, Jayne removes her boots. “Because that’s a period of my life I’d like to forget, Maria. It was traumatic, but I’m sorry. I know that doesn’t help you. Do you miss him?”
“Yes,” I say, remembering how awful it felt to watch the trooper disappear from sight. “But I’m like that with goodbyes, all goodbyes.”
“They can certainly be hard,” Jayne says, eying a wall clock. “But time stops for no man, and we don’t have long. I’ll be quick because I’m assuming you’d like to shower too?”
I nod, though what I’d really like to do is lie down, and while Juliet Bravo’s smell still lingers on my skin and clothes, think about Jake. Just for a moment, I want to remember how it felt to fly alongside him, and laugh at my mistakes, and…
“Your turn,” Jayne says, her face red from being scrubbed. 
Wearing the white robe I remember from our night in Paphos, she’s holding up something that looks very similar. 
“This is for you, by way of an apology for being a thoughtless friend. I meant to give it to you once Jake left, but then it didn’t seem appropriate. I also have a couple of matching sparkly tops we can wear, one in copper and the other in gold. But hustle, girl, because once you’re showered, we’ll do your makeup.”
“My makeup?” I repeat, turning on the shower and stripping off my clothes. Once the water is warm, I step beneath the flow. “But I don’t wear makeup.”
“I do,” a woman says. A woman whose voice I know, despite having barely heard it. Young and innocent, her tone is ridiculously incongruent with the truth. 
“Why are you here?” I ask, refusing to look beyond the curtain. “I thought you didn’t want to be on a cold mountain.”
“I don’t,” Athena says, “but I can't just decide to stay behind either.”
“More’s the pity,” I say, before taking a deep breath. “Jayne, can I borrow your shower gel?” I shout, probably louder than I need to.
Peeking in through the door, Jayne says I can. “Actually, I thought we’d share everything, rather than pack double. Anything else you need?”
“A very large glass of wine?”
“Funny you should mention that, because Frankie’s just delivered a pretty decent Merlot. Also, Cliff texted to say he’s found a nearby pizza place and is waiting on our order.”
“That’s fabulous,” I say, realizing I’m hungry, “and get ready Jayne, because I’m in the mood to glow.”
And I am, because I, Athena, have switched into Maria’s body. And while I feel a little bit guilty, I deserve this. You see, Maria hurts me.
She hurts me a lot.
She doesn’t mean to, I know that, but knowing something doesn’t make it easier. Just once, I wish she’d hold me like she did Gracie on the cliffs. Tell me I’m worthy, lovable even, but that won’t ever happen. Still, I’m here, I’m excited, and as our mother would have said, there’s no point crying over spilt milk.
“Incoming,” I shout, pulling the bathrobe around my body. It’s so soft and cozy, and almost like a hug. I’ll pretend that’s what it is. A hug from Jayne. 
“Here you go,” she says, handing me a glass of red wine. Though I’m not sure I’m old enough to drink, I will anyway. 
Wandering over to the bag Jayne packed for me, I look inside. “Why have you included a swimsuit?” I ask, pulling something very revealing from its depths. The blatant lack of fabric makes me blush. 
Why Maria accuses me of being a flirt, I have no idea. Sure, I like wearing makeup and pretty things, but that doesn’t make me a bad person. That makes me feminine, and it’s hardly my fault that I have to…well, you know, do things to keep us safe. Like with the London actor, which has somehow landed me in that awful red dress. But not now, because now I’m on the outside, wearing Jayne’s soft hug around my body.
“Oh, I forgot I packed that,” Jayne says, dabbing a smudge on her face. “I was hoping there’d be a pool, which clearly, was wishful thinking. Are you looking for something in particular?”
“Yes, my makeup.”
Standing, Jayne says, “Ah, about that. I happened to notice the stuff you had was old, so guess what? I have another gift.” Reaching into her case, she lifts out a box wrapped in shiny blue paper. 
“Congratulations, Maria. This is from me, Frankie, and Cliff, to celebrate you passing your flying test. Little did I know we’d be freezing our tits off on the top of a mountain, but open it.”
“Really, it’s for me?” I ask, not sure I’ve received a gift before. Not as Athena. “But I don’t want to spoil the wrapping paper.”
Smiling, Jayne says, “Open it, or I will.” 
Sitting on the bed, I peel back the paper. The gift appears to be a box wrapped in thin, transparent plastic, with writing on the outside. Clinique, it says.
“Is it makeup?” I ask, feeling my hands start to shake. “Did you get me new makeup?”
“Open it all the way up and look.”
Inside, carefully placed within a piece of molded plastic, is a small container of foundation, a selection of eye shadows, eye liner, mascara, blusher, powder, and even several lipsticks.”
“And check underneath,” Jayne says, smiling broadly.
“I lift out the makeup and the molded plastic, to discover a shiny little bag. It’s blue—the color of the wrapping, and Jayne’s eyes.
“Oh my gosh, I love it,” I say, placing the foundation, the eye makeup, the powder and the lipsticks into the bag. “I love it so much.”
“Here,” she says, “let me help you put some on.”
Kneeling in front of me, Jayne takes the little makeup bag from my hands, and I feel myself panic. Like I’ll forget that, just for a few moments, I once had a brand new, never used, set of Clinique makeup given to me as a gift. 
I’m also alarmed because Jayne’s robe isn’t tightly closed, and I can see an enticing part of her sexual anatomy. 
“Um, excuse me,” I say, feeling myself blush. “I can see the top of your breasts.”
Bursting out laughing, Jayne’s movements cause those breasts to come alive.
“They’re bouncing,” I say, embarrassment turning to amusement, feeling myself become less of the prude my mother mocked me for. When they bounce even more, I realize that if Jayne isn’t ashamed of her body, maybe I could try liking mine too. But still…
“For pity’s sake, you fool, make them stop.”
She doesn’t, and the more she laughs, the bouncier they get, and the more her robe opens.
Similarly, the more relaxed I feel, the more curious I become, and suddenly, I want to see them. All of them—the curves, the aurelia, the nipples, everything. 
That frightens me, and when I try to stand, to get away, my bathrobe gets caught underneath one of our bodies. The knot in my belt comes undone, the fabric drapes open, and my pubic mound is just inches from Jayne's nose.
“Well, hello,” she says, laughing so much she can barely string the syllables together. “I'm not sure we've met. My name is Jayne, and you must be Pussy Willow.”
Laughing, I try to tug my bathrobe from whatever is trapping it, but instead, I fall forward. My knee catches Jayne squarely on the chin. Her body flies back toward the dresser, and not wanting my friend to bang her head, I cradle her fall and give myself a face full of her left boob. 
Finally, we both land, my lips settling just millimeters from her nipple.
“Hiya honey,” Jayne says. “Need a little home comfort after a bad day at the office?”
Feeling much like I have returned home, and slipped into a body that’s really mine, I say, “Oh, you know how it is. My boss is a dick, but how was your day in the kitchen, darling, and how were the kids?”
Gasping, as though she forgot we have kids, she says, “Oh no, should I have fed the little buggers?”
Giggling so hard it hurts, my body loses its grip entirely and I roll off her and onto the floor. “That's what most devoted wives do,” I manage to say, face hurting so much I’m amazed my jaw is still able to work.
“I wouldn't know,” Jayne says, calming now. “I really wouldn’t know.”
Rolling onto her shoulder, Jayne pushes a lock of hair from my face. 
“But all joking aside,” she continues, “I received some really exciting news last week that I’ve been dying to tell you. Something happened on Wednesday that’ll change everything for people like me.”
“Oh, what’s that?” I ask, turning my head enough to see her face, and her still exposed chest. 
Jayne’s expression surprises me, tells me the gravity of what she’s about to say amounts to more than just words. 
Rolling onto my side, I’m not sure whether I’m excited or dreading what I’m about to hear. “What is it, Jayne?” 
“It’s big, Maria, really big, because on a day that’ll go down in history, our military officially lifted the LGBT ban.”
“What?” I say, sitting up without caring which of my body parts are exposed. I’m more focused on the fine streams of tears rolling down Jayne’s face.
“Are you saying this happened this past Wednesday? Just three days ago?” 
Nodding, she turns to look at me and tries to smile. “Not the way you expected our moment of hilarity to end, I’m sure. And I should be happy, Maria, and I am––elated even, but I can’t stop thinking about all the suffering that’s happened over the years, the jobs that have been lost, even the lives.”
“I think I understand,” I say, drawing her against my chest. “And with something like this, there’s a moment for celebration and a moment for mourning. I think it’s perfectly appropriate to spend time thinking about those who’ve trodden this path and worked for change.”
Nodding, Jayne rests her head on my shoulder. We sit there for a few seconds until I feel a shift within Jayne, a decision to move on. 
 “I was never in love with that woman, you know,” she says, sitting up and folding her bathrobe around her chest.
“You’re not dating anymore?” I ask.
Throughout the entire charade, and in the weeks since, I never thought to pose the question. And there I was, upset she hadn’t spoken about Jake. 
“I’m sorry, Jayne, I didn’t know. I was too wrapped up in my own misery to think about yours.” Removing my bathrobe, I smile and say, “Can I award you with this as an apology?”
Knowing my humor, she says, “No, you daft idiot, put it back on.” Then, after I’m covered up, she adds, “It was a really shit few weeks, wasn’t it?”
Nodding, I realize it was, for both of us. I hadn’t fully appreciated that at the time, because I’d been too jealous and angry. 
Doing that thing humans do when discomforted by shame, I say, “But the good news is you can fall in love now and do so without apology.”
Looking away from me, Jayne uses her robe to dab an eye. “Yes, and I think I might be in love already, but…”
Noticing the clock, she jumps up. “Shit, Maria, look at the time. We need to get your face done before the men eat all the pizza.”
So, though I’m fully back to being Maria, and I’m not much of a makeup fan, I let Jayne apply as much as she wants. When I tell you the woman goes to town, I’m not exaggerating. 

“What do you think?” Jayne asks when Frankie opens his door. “I bought these sequined tops in Limassol so we could dress up especially for you.”
Cinching a belt around his waist, Frankie pulls a face. “You look like a pair of lampshades. I need to wear sunglasses.”
“Very funny,” Jayne says. “But really, how do we look?”
“Like you tumbled out of a slot machine,” a deep American voice says. 
Turning, I find a tall, dark-haired man leaning against Frankie’s door frame. “You must be Glen,” I say, thinking of the ten-dollar bills I’m not about to return. “The benefactor of this glorious weekend in the mountains.”
“Actually, yes and no,” he says, smile broadening to reveal two perfect rows of white teeth. “The squadron paid, though I have to be honest, the place is a far cry from Breckenridge.”
“Never been there,” Frankie says. “Though I have been to the Brecon Beacons.”
Jayne scowls at our friend. “In Wales, Frankie, on mountains probably a quarter of the Rockies height? What has that got to do with anything?” Then looking at Glen, she smiles apologetically. “Please excuse Frankie, and don’t bother trying to understand him. Thanks for inviting us though, as we have some serious celebrating to do.”
“Yes,” Glen says, still looking at me. “I was in the tower watching. Congratulations on your pilot’s license, Maria. Are you excited?”
“She probably is,” Frankie answers. “But the rest of us are petrified. Cliff's downstairs with the pizza, folks, and where's my bag of booze?”
“You were watching?” I ask, descending the stairs with Glen.
“Jesus,” Frankie mutters. “Are we going to listen to this all fucking night?”
Having reached the bottom step, Glen wraps his hand around mine and tops up the plastic cup of wine I’m holding. Taking a slow sip, I savor the taste before licking a thin coating of wine from my lips. 
“So, I believe you’re a U-2 pilot,” I say, resuming our walk toward chairs near an open fire. “How high can you fly?”
Glen sits beside me and accepts the beer Frankie hands him. “The official altitude is listed as being above seventy-thousand feet. But if I was to tell you the real numbers, I’m afraid I’d have to shoot you.”
“Oh, and that would be the most terrible waste,” I say, for some reason imagining myself as Baroness Schraeder from the Sound of Music. 
Laughing, Glen takes a long swig of beer. “You’re cute,” he says, sidling closer. “And how’s Jayne since her little scare?”
“What scare?” I ask, feeling my stomach lurch. 
“You don’t know?” he asks, leaning like he’s about to share a really big secret. “I’d have thought you would, being as she’s your friend, but believe it or not, several weeks ago I saw Jayne holding hands with a woman.”
“That’s all it is?” I ask, finding the fortitude to sound flippant rather than enraged. “Jayne holding another woman’s hand is a scare? You realize she was probably helping a friend who was upset. Women do that for each other, in case you haven’t noticed.”
Smiling like I’m a child, he shakes his head. “This was definitely a romantic kind of hand holding.”
Working hard to keep my tone neutral, I ask what he did after seeing them.
“What every law-abiding officer would do, Maria. I told my squadron commander, because that’s the law. Or it was, until the British military got flaky on us.”
“So, it was you?” I ask, feeling so angry my emotions take me to a place of darkness. 
What happens next is outside my awareness.

A car door thumps.
 Stretching my arms above my head, I yawn then roll onto my side. Looking to see whether Jayne is still asleep, I find my line of sight is blocked by something rather large on the far side of my mattress. Assuming it’s my bag, it doesn’t take long for me to realize it’s not.
“Fuck,” I whisper, rolling onto my back. Bags don’t breathe. Nor do they snore. “Nope, Maria, nope, this can’t be happening.” 
But it is, and knowing what this means, I lift the sheets. Seeing I’m naked, I check down there to find that, sure enough, I’m wet. That means I’ve probably had…
“Shit,” the person beside me shouts, jumping out of bed. “Damn, I overslept. I’m meant to be meeting Cliff in ten minutes.” 
“Good morning to you too.”
“Ah, good morning,” the man says, turning to reveal his face. “I didn’t realize you were awake.”
“Really, so you thought you’d jump out of bed and shout?”
“Yes,” Glen says, pulling on underwear and a pair of black ski pants. “Because I’m running late.”
Adjusting the blankets to hide my body, I say, “I get that, but why am I here?”
Looking at me like I’ve posed a ridiculous question, he tells me what I don’t want to hear.
“Did we use a condom?” I ask.
Glen pulls a t-shirt over his head. “Of course we did, and I used an American brand so I knew it would work.”
“British ones work too,” I say, more aggravated than makes sense. “And I’m the one at risk of getting pregnant, but whatever, can I see it?”
“You want to look at a used condom?”
“Yes, because I’m a woman, and women carry babies. I want to check it’s intact.”
“Okay,” he says, heading for the door. “You’ll find it in the bathroom trash.”
Once he’s gone, I take a few minutes to remind myself I’m okay. Whatever I find, I’m okay. 
Crawling out of bed, I make my way to the bathroom and sit on the toilet. Taking a moment to wrap several pieces of toilet paper around my fingers, I lift the trash can onto my lap. Its contents include a crumpled tissue, a wrapper, and a used condom. 
Reaching into the can with my wrapped fingers, I grasp the condom and pull the object up to the light. 
“Oh, thank god,” I say, dropping it back down.
That’s when a memory slips forward. A memory that explains the switching, the lack of awareness, the confused waking in Glen bed. 
“It was him,” I shout, running from the bathroom and pulling on my clothes. “The whistleblower was him. It was Glen.”
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Lawrence glitching out after telling him Gracie is likely Bobby’s little sister was one thing, but this is something else entirely. “Jayne, how can you be so nonchalant?” I ask, while pacing Frankie’s floor. “I literally just woke up beside the very man who could have destroyed your career and reputation.” 
Searching his room for Cliff’s keys, Frankie says, “What do you want her to say, Maria? Oh, deary me, you poor thing? Or are you looking for congratulations? You were clearly on the prowl.”
“I was not, Frankie,” I shout, though I’m angrier at myself than I am at him. “I’m not a fucking predator, so stop saying that.” 
Shrugging, he throws a fallen pillow back onto the bed. “Just telling you what I saw.” 
“Which makes me sound like a whore, Frankie, and I’m not.”
 Or am I? The problem is, I don’t know. I have very little memory of yesterday’s socializing, or the way I behaved to make Frankie say these things. But at least he’s reacting, unlike Jayne. 
After leaving Glen’s room and charging into ours, I expected her to throw a tantrum, be enraged, want to bang down Glen’s door, but none of that happened. Instead, she got out of bed and took a shower, then calmly laid out two sets of ski clothing. Being with her feels so different to the giggly friendship we shared yesterday, and that scares me as much as anything. 
“Say something,” I urge, while watching her search Frankie’s room. I’d feel far better if she yelled her head off, or screamed in my face, or flew into a rage. “Please, Jayne. Be aggressive or angry. I can’t stand your calmness.”
“Glen was just doing his job,” she says, holding up a set of keys. “Frankie, are these them?”
“They are indeed.”
Picking up my jacket from Frankie’s bed, I follow my friends through the door. 
“So how was the act itself?” Jayne asks, walking ahead while Frankie locks up. 
Now I’m the one not knowing how to react, or what to say. I’m certainly not going to admit I have no idea how the sex was. It could have been fabulous or awful, I really don’t know. 
“It was just sex, Jayne, I was drunk.” 
“Don’t you be blaming my booze,” Frankie says, jogging down the stairs behind us. “I was the barman all night, and you hardly drank anything.”
“Was I really on the prowl,” I ask, my stomach churning.
Jayne shakes her head. “I wouldn’t say that, but you were very touchy feely with Glen.”
Sighing, I know what that means. “You’re saying I was giving him go-ahead signals?” 
“No,” Frankie says. “You were giving him come-fuck-me signals, and lots of them.”
Reaching the bottom of the steps, we turn and cover our eyes. “Wow,” Jayne says, pushing open the exit. Wow indeed
An impressive layer of bright white snow has transformed the base from a psychological thriller to a Christmas movie. I'd usually be excited by such a scene, but today, I’m not. Honestly, I’d rather crawl back in bed and wallow in self-pity than head outside to ski. Maybe I’d even try to track down the Old Mother. She’d be interested to hear about Gracie, I know it. And she might help navigate this mess I’ve gotten myself into. Though thinking about it, she’d probably get onto me about Athena too. It’s not my fault I don’t like the woman, or the girl, or whatever the hell she is. 
“Where are we heading?” Frankie asks, trudging through three-inch thick snow and unlocking the car. “Somewhere for breakfast, I hope.”
“Nope,” Jayne says, pulling three breakfast bars from her pocket. “We need to go to the equipment rental place. NEFSKI, I believe it’s called. The Near East Forces Ski Club. Let’s hope the roads are plowed, because they certainly haven’t done anything on base.”
Fortunately, Cliff owns a large 4-wheel drive. The engine starts on the first try, and hitting the gas pedal, Frankie takes the car into an uncontrolled glide. He regains control just inches before hitting a parked truck. 
“Don’t worry folks,” he says, grinning maniacally. “I’ve had all kinds of advanced driver training.”
“We can tell,” Jayne says, voice dripping with sarcasm. Fortunately, the drive is short.
Arriving at the NEFSKI building, I step from the car to be greeted by David, the red-headed, sun-streaked child who introduced himself on my first day. He was right about us becoming familiar with each other, as I’ve seen a lot of him. Most recently because he captured a scorpion and brought it into school. 
“Hello David,” I say, shaking his hand. “Are you skiing today?”
“No, because I’m hoping to go snowboarding, but are you?” 
“Ah, we’ll see whether I manage to stand up. But I’m going to try.” 
Shaking hands with David’s parents and fist bumping his two blond-haired and younger siblings, I say, “But here’s the thing. I’ve only skied once, on an artificial slope in England, and I nearly fell off the side. But my friend here has skied all over the Scottish Highlands, and she doesn’t know about that.” Pointing at a smiling Jayne, I add, “So don’t tell her, okay?”
All three kids nod their heads, and watching their parents smile at my joke, I realize that’s what I love about teaching––the implausible rationality of a child’s mind. 
These are the things I need to think about, especially right now. Looking around, I realize the snow really is beautiful. And I’m alive, and well, and Jayne doesn’t resent me. Or she doesn’t seem to. But I miss my friends at home. How I wish Debbie and Penelope would appear on the snowy horizon, or I’d turn to find them leaning against a snow-covered tree. 
Instead, I follow Jayne into the store. It’s small and contains mostly used equipment. “Hello ladies, have you skied before?” the dark-haired soldier asks. 
When Jayne says she has, and she knows what she needs, the soldier directs his attention to me. “Nope,” I tell him, “at least not on real snow.”
David has also entered the store, and though I said he couldn’t tell Jayne, he’s gladly retelling my story to everyone else. “And if she’d fallen from the highest part,” he says, hands resting on his hips, “she’d probably be dead.”
“It’s true,” I tell the soldier, “so please give me skis that won’t allow me to fall.”
Like I’m serious, he tells me that’s not possible.
“Okay, so give me skis that’ll make me go slow. Like, really wide ones, with sticky patches underneath.”
When David’s mother spots him showing me how to slot my boots into ski brackets, she comes over to tell him I don’t need help. “Actually, I do,” I say. “But David, I think your family is ready to hit the slopes.”
“We are,’ his mother says, thanking me. “I’m sure you’ll see Miss Davies there.”
I certainly hope not. I hope they go to the really difficult black runs, while I find a toddler’s class. The last thing I need is a fearless scorpion hunter witnessing the debacle of me sliding down a mountain on my backside, screaming and swearing, and calling my friends all kinds of terrible names.
Still wearing our boots on but our carrying skis and poles, Jayne and I negotiate a snow drift and return to the car.  “To the pistes, James, and don’t spare the horses,” Jayne says. 
Stubbing out a cigarette, Frankie grins. “You took forever, Jayne, so you can piste off.”
“Very funny, Frankie, let’s go.”
Joining a busy, somewhat cleared road, we come across a blue pickup truck, half-parked and half-abandoned on the roadside, surrounded by a large group of people. Dressed as though they’re strolling along a moderately windy beach, people of all ages and sizes are using shovels and spades, and upturned dustbin lids to lift snow and dump it in the back of the truck. At first I assume they crashed and they’re digging themselves out, but then we find another group filling another truck bed, then another, and another.
“What the hell are they up to?” I ask.
“Farming,” Frankie says. “While we British use the snow for pleasure, the Cypriots like to harvest it. I’ve been posted to Cyprus several times, and I’ve seen this every winter. They take it down to Limassol and use it for ice baths, or beer coolers, or spread it over the ground outside their houses. I really don’t know.”
Confused by people in general, but by these in particular, I shake my head. “But it’s warm down there, so why bother when it’s only going to melt?”
“Who knows,” Frankie says, “but when it does, they drive back up and get more. Nobody stops them because they’re clearing the island’s infrastructure and watering dryer soil near the coast.” 
Pulling up beside other parked cars, he looks over his shoulder. “Okay, ladies, you need to get out. Have fun and when you break something, call emergency services and not me. I’ll soon be too drunk to drive.”
“You’re such a slob, not to mention a pessimist,” Jayne says, stepping out of the car. “But thank you all the same. Save enough booze for tonight, because we’ll probably need it after this.” Then leaning in through the window and speaking so she thinks I can’t hear, Jayne says, “I wish you’d stay and watch. I suspect Maria’s efforts will be hilarious.”
“I fucking heard that,” I shout, the force of my lungs destabilizing my body and causing me to fall. 
“You’re not even on the slopes yet,” Frankie says, laughing through the window. He pulls out of the parking lot with a wave, then disappears back onto the street. 
Having deftly adorned her skis, Jayne sweeps over snow like she’s ready to compete in the Winter Olympics. “I’m sorry I said your efforts might be hilarious. Are you upset with me?”
“No,” I say, still sitting. I’ve managed to get my right boot attached to the ski, but now I’m uneven. “I’m upset because of, well, lots of things. Anyway, I’ve heard there’s a cafe somewhere up here, and that’s where I’d like to go.”
“Okay,” Jayne says, watching me use my poles to stand. “But you’ll have to ski to get there.”
“And that’s what I’m planning on doing,” I say, frustration soiling my voice. “Sorry, Jayne. Look, why don’t you go do a few runs while I get my shit together, then you can help me slip and slide all the way to Shangri La.”
“Okay, but I don’t think the cafe is called Shangri La, Maria, that’s not very Greek.”
“I know,” I say, not sure whether to laugh or grab the ski that’s refusing to latch and throw it against a tree. “I’m being facetious. Go have a little fun and I’ll see you once you return.”
After asking three times whether I’m absolutely fine to be left alone, Jayne pushes off, crests a lip, and disappears from sight. Having finally managed to get my boot latched into the ski, I’m about to tumble back over when a familiar face glides to my side. Blinking, I take a very sharp intake of breath. 
“Hi,” Delvin says. “What do you think of my ski suit?”
I’m not sure what to say. Walking into bright snow earlier was impactful enough, but this… 
“I know,” Delvin says, answering for me. “It's very Barry Manilow, but I’ve decided I like sparkly things, and while I’m in training, I might as well look good on the slopes.”
Look good on the slopes? 
The kid is a swirl of twinkling sequins. If Frankie thought last night’s sequined tops were… 
Wait a minute, Maria. Were the sequins the problem? There’s a connection, there has to be.
Ignoring my thoughts, Delvin strikes a pose. “Isn't it glorious? I designed it myself. I call it a kaleido-suit. I’m enjoying my feminine side despite you and all your personal issues. And okay, maybe it’s a little bit to help neutralize the weird sparkly thing you and Athena have got going.”
“So, there is a connection?” I ask, feeling my legs adjust to the bent knee position my boots force me into. I haven’t managed to move though. Jayne will be down and all the way back up before I’ve managed to do anything besides stand. 
“But what are you training for?” I ask.
“Something huge,” he says, using a pole to push off. “Really huge.”
“Okay, a few more details would be nice.”
“Sorry, I’m not allowed to tell you,” he says, creating the lip and disappearing too.
Dragging myself into a position where I can watch, I’m impressed by his abilities. But what I really notice is the way his swirling sequins reflect in the snow, giving him a magical aura. Had Barry Manilow laid his hands on Delvin's kaleido-suit, he'd be worth double the fortune. 
I’m pushing myself back away from the lip when Jayne reappears, her face flushed with exertion and happiness. 
“I’ve found the restaurant,” she says, less out of breath than she ought. “Do you want to try skiing there?”
Rather than answer, I ask, “Do you ever wonder whether you’ve been reincarnated?” Though I’m not sure where the thought comes from, or why it comes now, I decide to run with it. “And don’t you wonder whether you’re carrying around a past life some part of you knows about, but which your brain can’t understand or process?”
“No,” she says, shifting her weight from foot to foot. “But I do know I could use the loo. Can we ski and talk? It’s actually not far, and the route is mostly cross country.”
I manage to get down the slope without falling, but the cross-country trek is grueling. I seem completely incapable of coordinating which foot needs to move and which pole to use as leverage and find myself traveling backward. At one point, I’m about to suggest I do that––just ski backward all the way to the restaurant when Jayne says she’ll help tug me. 
“Are you confusing reincarnation with Deja vu?” she asks, when I bring up the subject again. 
“No, I don’t think so. Did you see the movie The Sixth Sense, starring Bruce Willis?”
“Yeah,” she says, pausing to catch her breath. 
All around us are trees and mountains, and snow, and little bald patches where the snow isn’t quite thick enough. The slopes are busy with Brits, laughing when they hit those patches of green and brown, and go flying. I spot David snowboarding, his siblings riding skis and crashing into each other behind him. 
Arriving at the restaurant, I ask Jayne whether she thought the movie, and the kid were weird. 
“A little,” she says, “but he was perfect for the role. Where are you going with this?”
“Nowhere,” I say, missing Debbie and Penelope more than ever. I’d be able to elaborate with them, or ramble when my thoughts aren’t clear. But with Jayne, well, I’m confused. 
Entering the restaurant, we find it packed with Brits, mostly from the bases, I’d imagine. Jayne spots a toilet sign and veers in that direction, mumbling about how they’d better not be crowded. 
“What do you want?” I call after her, though she’s too focused to hear. “Chicken strips it is,” I say, joining the line.
I’m nearing the front when my phone vibrates in my pocket. “You must have a sixth sense,” I say, answering it. Not weird at all, given my conversation about the movie, but I let the thought pass. “I’ve been thinking about you and Penelope a lot today.”
“How did you know it was me?” Debbie asks.
“Because my phone screen told me. Does yours not do that?”
“No, I have one of those old-fashioned things. Or maybe it does, but my eyes aren’t good enough. Anyway, why were you thinking about us?”
“Oh, where the hell do I start?”
“It’s like that, is it? Probably at the beginning, as I’m in no rush.”
So, while shuffling forward along the food line, I update Debbie on our progress at Demetri’s place, Jayne’s sexuality drama, Jake’s recent departure, and flying with Alvyn. “And guess what?” I say, proud to have something positive to report. “Yesterday, I passed my flying skills test, which means I’m a qualified private pilot.”
“You did what?” she says, her voice near a squeal. “I’m terrified, of course, but congratulations, Maria. I have no doubt Frankie is delighted.”
“He is not,” I say, loving how well she knows my new friends despite never having met them. “And after I’d completed the test, I returned to our block to find a banner that said, Beware, Maria has her pilot’s license.”
“Oh, Frankie,” Jayne says, voice verging on laughter.  “I’m assuming Cliff was in the tower and beat the jungle drums.”
“He was and he did.”
“That’s so much fun. What did you do to celebrate?”
“The obvious, of course. I came up a mountain and fucked the man who snitched on Jayne.”
Silence. More silence.
“You’re kidding,” Debbie says, eventually.
“Nope,” I tell her, while wishing I was. “I’m afraid it’s the god’s honest truth. The man’s name is Glen, he’s American, and he invited me, Jayne, Frankie and Cliff to come skiing in Cyprus’s Troodos mountains.”
“Okay, my mind is lagging and you’re making this all sound very normal, but you’re joking, right?”
“No, Debbie, I’m really not. And what’s worse is I don’t remember it.”
“What?” she says.
“Oh, come on, Debs. You know as well as anyone how I’ve woken in men’s beds without knowing how I get there. Well, it happened again last night. It just also happens that I slept with the one man who could have caused Jayne to lose her job.”
“And have you told Jayne?” she asks.
“I told her about the sex, but not that I don’t remember it. I expected all kinds of drama, but no, she’s been nothing but calm. From a legal standpoint I understand, because the military’s LGBT ban has literally just been lifted.”
“Yes, I saw that, which is partly why I was calling. Tell her congratulations, it’s been a long time coming. But this doesn’t help explain what happened to you. Do you have any idea why you slept with him?”
Bobbing my head, I feel like I do, but I can’t pinpoint what that is. While trying to think, something very weird happens. A screen seems to form in the air above diners’ heads. It’s not real, I know that, as there aren’t any cables, or supports, and nobody else is looking. But I’m seeing it as clear as day. 
“Maria, are you still there?”
“Yes, Debs, but can you give me a moment?”
On the screen I see a bedroom, a naked man and a woman, and the man has an erection. Clearly, they’re about to have sex. “I have an idea,” the man says. Picking up two pillows, he throws them down on the floor. “Stand on these, they’ll lift that cute ass of yours nice and high.” The woman does as he says. “Now bend over, he tells her, and open your legs wide.” The woman bends at her waist and places her hands on the bed. Gripping her hips, the man enters her from behind and begins to pound. Shivering, I watch him use her vagina to stroke his excitement, moving faster until her breasts swing like pendulums. Leaning forward and grabbing them, he squeezes her like he's milking his herd. I feel her flinch, feel my body getting hot, sweaty, sore between the legs, breasts hurting. “I’m gonna blow,” he says, pounding so hard she winces. Finishing with a final thrust, he waits a moment before pulling out, then disappears off the screen. When the woman turns to face the camera, I see she is me, and tears are snaking down her cheeks. 
“Sorry, I’m back,” I say, wiping my face and finding it damp. “I just had a little moment but everything’s fine. I could use some really good news, though. Do you have anything to share?”
“Yes, actually I do, and Penelope is here with me. We’re coming out to Cyprus.”
“When?” I shout, making people in the line jump. 
“In four or five weeks. Penelope is engaged to perform in Limassol. She’s been looking for an opportunity since you arrived, and her agent found this last night.”
Laughing, I say, “So while I was inadvertently fucking Jayne’s snitch, Penelope was finding a way for you two to come visit? That’s perfect, Debbie. Absolutely bloody perfect. Will Doug be coming too?”
“No, he says it’s about time we had a girl’s trip, and also, as it’ll be in March, our animals might very well be birthing babies. But can you believe it?”
Smiling, I tell her I can’t. “Do you know where you’ll be staying?”
“Is the Queen English?” Debbie says. “You know what Penelope’s like. She booked the performance then ten minutes later, had her assistant looking at hotels. I looked too. It turns out the orchestra will be staying in the St Raphael Hotel, somewhere on the coast a little east of Limassol, so we’re going to stay there. Do you know it?”
“Actually, I do,” I tell her, seeing only one person in front of me before I get to order. “That’s where Service Children’s Education holds meetings for their schools across the island. We had one recently where several deputy headteachers flew in from Germany, and one from Gibraltar. It’s a beautiful hotel, with a great view, a private beach, and a harbor. How long will you stay?”
“Ah, not as long as we’d have liked. Penelope managed to squeeze the performance between others in Italy, I believe, so it’ll just be two nights. But still, that’s better than nothing, don’t you think?”
Though I wish they could stay for at least a week, I’m happy to take whatever I can get. “It’ll be enough for you to whet your appetite to return,” I say, pointing at what I want on a paper menu. I’d end the conversation if I was polite, but the female server doesn’t appear to speak English. “Maybe you and Doug will come at some point.”
“Maybe,” she says, though I know their money is tight. For that matter, I’m pretty sure this entire trip will be funded from Penelope’s expense account, which is her way of funding our inclusion. “Penelope is insisting she pay for everything,” Debbie says, confirming my suspicion. “It makes me feel guilty.”
Paying the cashier, I say, “I used to feel that way too, Debs. But then I realized she wouldn’t pay if she didn’t want us with her. I recommend accepting her generosity with a smile, and a token of your appreciation. And we both know that token comes with having you around.”
“You’re sweet,” she says, and I can tell she’s close to tears. “Right, anyway, I need to get back to work. Love you, Maria.”
Thanking the cashier, I accept the number she gives me and go in search of a table.

“What’s the latest with the boys?” Jayne asks, arriving to find me reading a text. 
“Cliff just messaged to say he and Glen are heading back down to base as we speak, but Cliff’s leaving his car for us to use.”
Taking off her jacket, Jayne sits and looks around. “Oh, I wasn’t expecting that, but does he say why?” 
“No, but I’m sure it involves Glen’s squadron. Also, while you were relieving yourself, I received some really good news, and I have a proposition.”
“Oh, do tell,” Jayne says, smiling in a way that reminds me more of yesterday than earlier today. 
“First, do you like opera?”
[bookmark: _heading=h.6w7n9pnx26kj]Nodding, she says, “I’ve never actually seen one performed live, though I listen to it while driving. British Airways uses a beautiful aria for their advertising.”
Impressed that she’s noticed, I say, “They do, and that’s Delibes’s flower duet from his opera, Lakme. Jayne, I have an idea. My opera-singing friend, Penelope, is performing in Limassol soon. You can say no if you want, but I would love for you to accompany me to watch her sing.”
“I’d love to,” Jayne says, watching our chicken strips and hot tea arrive. “Will you take Glen too?”
Feeling better for talking with Debbie, and knowing I'll see my old friends soon, I realize I’m feeling better about Glen. So much better, actually, and it’s hardly his fault I don’t remember sex.
“Not sure yet. I may take him flying when we get back, see how things go.”
“That’s a good idea,” Jayne says.
And that’s all I need to hear.



Chapter 14
“You want to go flying again?” Glen asks, three weeks after I return from our skiing trip. I’ve taken him up twice, and both times, he was very complimentary. 
Now, we’re standing in his duplex kitchen, which is clean, highly organized, and far more pleasant than mine. The kitchen in my block is used by twenty residents at least and operates as a microbial laboratory specializing in the growth of mold. 
Glen kisses my cheek. “I’m assuming you realize I fly reconnaissance aircraft for a living, Maria. So, I’d really like to do something different.”
He’s right, we haven’t done much besides fly, visit the base’s American bar, and hang out in his condo, so I’m thinking a road trip might be nice. Maybe a drive along the coast to Paphos, and a visit to a harbor cafe. I haven’t been there since Jake left, and even then, Jake, Jayne and I were too busy refurbishing Demetri’s place to enjoy the town.
Curling his hands around my waist, Glen says, “How about we go sailing?” 
“You mean go out on the ocean in a sailboat, without an engine. In February, Glen? Are you out of your mind?” 
Though I’m hoping he’ll smile and laugh, and tell me he’s most definitely out of his mind, this doesn’t happen. I find myself wondering how to tell him I’m terrified of water, especially the ocean. The obvious answer is, I don’t. 
Sure, I have recurring nightmares involving water, and I see things like the woman with the child in the swimming pool, but that’s just a stupid glitch in my system. It certainly isn’t worthy of sharing. Besides, this isn’t the Oxford pub, and my silly friends aren’t throwing water in my face. But still…
“Are you serious, Glen? I’ve heard it takes an entire summer before the ocean gets warm enough to enjoy.”
Shaking his head, Glen tells me I’m wrong. “This is the Mediterranean, Maria, where winters are mild, and the ocean can only get so cold.” Then, while grinning, he adds, “I’m assuming you realize this isn’t Alaska?”
Grinding my teeth, I tell him I’m perfectly aware this isn’t Alaska. But I’m also noticing I respond differently to his sarcasm than I do that of my friends. I might be wrong, but while Frankie and Cliff are rude as a means of genial banter, Glen’s words feel more one-sided, more intentional. When I mentioned this over dinner last night, he said it’s the other way around. At this point, I’m too confused to know which is true, so I’m cutting him some slack. 
As for what happened that night up on Troodos, I’m still none the wiser. I’ll get there, I’m sure.
“But speaking of Alaska, you were on Troodos when it snowed, Glen, and it was cold.”
“Correct, so it’s perhaps as well we’ll be sailing along the coast, where it’s not. And being British, you should be used to terrible weather.”
Assuming we’re talking about a humid and sweaty kind of North Sea damp, then I am. But that’s also part of the reason I left my homeland. Not the main reason, admittedly, as I was trying to run away from my insiders. But the weather was a contributing factor. 
“And there’s no way I’d want to sail British shores either,” I tell him, thinking of the yachts I’ve watched sail the Solent Sea between the mainland and the Isle of Wight. “Have you heard the BBC’s shipping forecast, Glen? I have, and I can tell you from the comfort of a warm home, it sounds like a poem, but in the context of oceanic weather, it sounds like hell. I’ve never felt drawn to sailing.”
And yes, I know the BBC shipping forecast has nothing to do with this, but I’m feeling myself panic, and I’m clutching at straws. 
Letting go of my waist, Glen reaches into a cupboard for a glass. “Frankly, Maria, you’re being a little irrational. Maybe I should invite one of the guys instead.”
“And you’re welcome to do that,” I say, wanting to call his bluff. I’ve heard too many men call women irrational over the years. 
Opening the fridge, he pulls out a half-gallon jug of milk and pours some into his glass. “Fine, whatever you say, but where’s your sense of fun? I want to sail with you, not them. It’ll be a blast, I swear.” 

I lost the battle, and now we’re here at Akrotiri’s sailing club. Three white, plastic dinghies are lined up on the beach, and four additional American pilots have arrived. According to them, there’s a decent wind, though I’m not sure what decent means when it comes to sailing. I’ve never done this. I’d hoped I’d never have to, but Glen assures me he’s a skilled sailor. I hope he’s not overestimating his talents, because while zipping the life vest up my chest, I feel like I’m signing my own death warrant. 
“But the boats are tiny,” I say, throwing in a last ditch attempt to change his mind. “And what’s with all the snorkeling gear? We’re not getting out, I hope.”
 Taking my arm, Glen leads me away from the others. “Seriously, Maria? Could you quit being so British for just a moment, and go with the flow? There’ll be three boats between us so everything will be perfectly safe, and you don’t need to get out if you don’t want to. In fact, you could stay aboard and mind all our boats.”
“But you’re going to get out and go snorkeling?” I ask, visualizing myself alone. Obviously, that involves worrying about rogue waves, and imagining shark fins slicing the surface like knives. 
Glen grabs my hands to stop them wringing. “Yes, because vessels have been deliberately sunk out there. We might free dive and go check them out.”
Great, because now I have visions of these men getting stuck without oxygen tanks. They’ll drown, and I’ll be left out there until somebody spots me or those blasted sharks come looking for dinner. 
And though I should be able to back out, tell him I’ve changed my mind, I can’t. He’d get angry, tell me I’ve disappointed and embarrassed him. It happened in the bar a few nights ago, and he pushed me against the outside wall. Then he, well he, he…
“Ready to go?” a blond-haired man shouts. He’s partnered with a dark-skinned, muscular African American man, whose eyes are deep pools of compassion. I’d rather sail with him any day of the week, because he’s aware I’m nervous, that I’m being railroaded. But he’s also junior to Glen, meaning he’s unable to step up and help. 
I wouldn’t mind, but I don’t even know their names. When I asked, Glen said I didn’t need to know them and wouldn’t remember anyway. He simply said, “They’re American, they’re pilots, so obviously, they’re safe.”
End of subject, I suppose.
“No, don’t manhandle it like that,” Glen tells me, when I lift the stern. “Use two hands and spread them, to help balance the weight.”
While I know he’s speaking English, anxiety is causing a lag in my verbal processing. 
Seeing no evidence of an improvement, Glen drops the bow.  “Good lord, Maria. I hope you’ll follow instructions better once we’re sailing. You come to the front, and I’ll carry the stern. One, two, three, lift. There, that’s better.”
Wearing the boat shoes Jayne loaned me, I hope she doesn’t have to retrieve them from a lifeless body. Seriously, where’s my internal fisherman when I need him? And where, for that matter, are the rest of my insiders? 
Since revealing my big news to Lawrie in the boathouse, things have gone stone-cold silent. Yes, Delvin appeared on Troodos wearing that ridiculous kaleido-suit, even hinted at something big going down, but nothing has happened. I’ve barely seen or heard anyone since then. Not even the woman wearing the red sparkly dress. At least, I don’t think I have. I’ve been losing time again, meaning I’m losing memories, so maybe she has been around. 
Whatever, it happens, and I’m not about to freak out right now. Not when I have more pressing concerns, like those of my bladder.
“Shit, Glen, I need to pee again.”
Checking his watch, he says, “Do it in the ocean, like the whales and fish.”
“And the sharks?” I ask, because I know they’re out there. I hear them sending whispers through the waves, telling each other it’s feeding time.
“There aren’t many sharks in the eastern Med, Maria. The water is too salty.”
“That’s bullshit,” I tell him, tripping over my feet and dropping the bow. “I saw a newspaper article about a Great White being caught here, just recently.”
“Maria, our Cypriot friends wouldn’t know a Great White if it swam up and bit them in the ass. Come on, the others are already in their boats. Do you think we can push this out and climb aboard, or do you need to use the jetty?”
Knowing using the jetty will earmark me as a novice, I decide to use it anyway. I’m pretty sure Glen’s colleagues have already realized I’m a fish out of water. 
“Literally, or would that be un-literally?” Delvin asks, appearing beside me. “And Lawrie can’t be here because like I said, we’re training for an important mission. I can’t stick around either, so you’re on your own. Unless your red-dressed lady shows up, because she has, you know.” Seeing my expression, he ends with, “None of us like Glen, by the way, even her.”
“That’s great,” I tell him, “but if I drown, you’ll all be goners anyway.”
“What did you say?” Glen asks, kneeling on the jetty to lower our death vessel into the water. 
Watching Delvin fade, I sit on the edge. “I was just saying I hope I don’t fucking drown.”
“Maria, you’re wearing a life vest, and you’re with experienced sailors. Are you always such a pessimist, or does this come by way of your birth?”
Never, have I more wanted to tell a man to go fuck himself. But I can’t, because Delvin has pissed me off, and not only that, having battled fear while flying, I’ll win this battle too. I’ll show these cocky bastards, you watch.  
“Okay, step in,” Glen says, kneeling and holding onto the hull.
When I have one leg in and the boat wobbles, I squeal and beg him to hold on tighter. 
“I can’t, Maria. Boats do this but once we’re sailing, you won’t notice.” 
Climbing in after me, he raises the sail and shouts to our fellow sailors. “Let’s do a couple of runs up and down the shoreline, then we’ll head out to the burial site.”
A gust catches our sail, and we slip away from the jetty. “Could you call them sunken vessels, rather than a burial site?” I ask, dropping from a plastic molded seat and into the hull. 
“Sure, but you can’t sit down there. You’re weighting the boat wrong. Get up on the side like I showed you.”
He showed me? He may have, but my heart is beating too fast for my head to think. It doesn’t help that my brain appears to have shrunk. I feel it sloshing around inside my skull. And somehow, it’s pulling on the nerves that attach it to my eyes, making them wiggle too. Even my ears feel like they’ve dropped from my head. 
“There’s a chance I may vomit,” I say, leaning over the side. 
Glen’s telling me not to when it happens anyway. “Feel better now?” he asks, laughing. 
A couple of his colleagues laugh too, but the African American man doesn’t. Sailing over, he offers me a bottle of water. “You okay?” he asks.
“She is now,” Glen says, catching another gust and sailing away. 

We travel a mile or two north, then head south again. I have no idea how we’re managing to sail in two different directions. It seems counterintuitive when the wind is blowing one way only, and though Glen believes this is the stuff anybody can learn, I’m telling him I can’t. “Glen, I’m in too much of a panic to learn shit.”
“That’s not true,” he tells me, because obviously, he knows my body better than I do. “Maria, I told you to swing the boom the other way.” Grabbing my hands, he corrects my movements. “That’s it, now spin her round.”
“Spin what around?” I mutter, too quiet for him to hear. “My head, my brain, the boat, or my arse?”
“Okay, now you’re getting it.”
No, I am not. I’m not getting anything. If the boat is sailing in the right direction, it’s despite what I’m doing. 
“I believe the sunken helicopter is over there,” Glen shouts to his colleagues, pointing some distance away from shore. “Maria has volunteered to stay with the boats while we dive.”
I don’t remember saying any such thing. But, I’m also becoming increasingly sure there’s a lot of shit I’m not remembering, the most pertinent being where I put my phone. It’s in a plastic baggy somewhere, and I’ll need it to have Cliff send out a helicopter to rescue me.
We arrive at the point Glen indicates and the blond-haired American jumps in. Sticking his head beneath the waves, he comes back up. “Right on, we’re here. Should we drop anchor?”
“That would probably be a good idea,” Glen says.
Personally, I think dropping anchor falls into the category of being an excellent idea, but what do I know? And I’ve found my phone, exactly where it should be inside my pocket.
Moments later, our sails are down, our anchors have been dropped, the men have splashed into the water, and I’m alone. 
Very, very alone. 
It’s surreal.
Peaceful, in some ways. 
“Hey, Delvin,” I say, lying in the hull and pretending I’ve been lost at sea for days. My eyes are swollen shut, my lips are cracked, my voice is hoarse, but I’m a survivor. 
The little shit doesn’t answer.
“Marcus, how are things in wartime London?”
He doesn’t answer either. 
“Lawrie, tell me about the sub.”
Still nothing.
“Iris?” I ask, opening my eyes and shutting them quickly. “Amelia, even? How about Archie?”
When nobody responds, I feel like I’ve been out here for days.
“Okay, what about you, Brooks? Come on. You’re meant to be a therapist, and I could really use some therapy right now.”
Nothing again, and I’m pissed. Really pissed. 
A hand appears on the side of the boat, and makes it tip a little. “Maria, you should see it down here,” Glen says, pulling himself up so I can see his eyes. “It’s amazing, so why don’t you give it a go? You could stay on the surface and look down.”
“No, but thanks, Glen. I said I’d come sailing, not swimming or diving. As long as the anchor is lowered, I’m happy up here.”
“Really?” he asks, using his weight to make the dinghy rock. “Then how about I just tip you over? You’re wearing a life vest.”
“Don’t,” I shout, gripping the mast for dear life. “I mean it, Glen. If you tip this boat, there won’t be any cooking going on in your kitchen or fucking in your bed.”
“Neither of which I get enough of,” he says, disappearing again. 
We fuck? 
Apparently not enough, but we do that? 
Is that why the red-dressed woman has been around? “Athena?” I say, making myself use her name. She doesn’t answer. 
What seems like an entire day later, my patience has evaporated into the sun and I’m beginning to worry. First, the cloud cover is increasing, and second, the waves are growing taller. The boat’s rocking is more pronounced, and I could swear we’re listing. 
“Glen,” I shout, sitting up to look around. 
I don’t see any heads. Spray hits my face.
This really isn’t good.
Leaning over the side, I swirl my hand in the water. When nobody spots me, I lean over further, and further, pushing my hand deeper into the cold. At last, a blond-haired head appears on the surface. Then it disappears, and I hear a thump beneath the boat, a groan, and a splash. 
“Getting brave at last?” a voice asks behind me. Looking over my shoulder, I see a the man grip the hull, and with my weight already leaning away from him, he pushes the dinghy and it tips easily.
I’m thrown into the water.
It’s cold, so fucking cold.
The mast smacks against the surface, then slows. Groaning, it paints a graceful arc of bubbles, then quivers and stops, pointing like a finger toward the ocean bed. Ropes and fabric swirl around my legs like flowing hair. And it’s soundless.
My face breaks through the surface. And there’s air, but the dinghy is wrapped around my head. Waves pound against its side. I have to go back under and swim to freedom, but the life vest won’t let me sink. The ropes around my legs hold onto my body. This is it, Maria, this is your darkest hour. Not the Brighton house, or your childhood, but this, with the blond-haired man smiling and waving. He thinks this is a great laugh. It’s not a laugh, but I’m not about to die, either. No fucking way. 
Looking down, I see how clear the water is, with the helicopter and the swimming men. Glen and the dark-skinned man are barrelling upward. Glen is swimming fastest, because of his love for me. He grabs my life vest and tugs me out from beneath the boat.
“What the fuck are you playing at?” Glen asks, pushing my back against the dinghy.
He’s scared so he’s shouting. That happened with my mother too. Lots of times, actually, and she’d slam me against walls and into furniture. But I don’t know what to tell him. I thought I knew what happened, but now I don’t. “I was leaning over the side and fell in,” I say. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean for it to happen.”
“Really, Maria, really? And now you’ve capsized the fucking boat. How is that even possible?”
Shivering and shaking, I tell him I don’t know. “I guess I fucked up, but get me out, Glen. Please, get me out, right now.”
Swimming away, he smacks his hands against the waves and growls. Settling his anger, he says, “And now we need to pull this thing upright. I’m assuming you know how to do that?”
“Why would I, Glen? I haven’t sailed before. I’ve told you that, haven’t I?”
I don’t know anymore. Maybe I told him I’m a world class sailor. Who the hell knows?
“You’re right, you have.” 
Returning to the hull, his expression looks softer. “But you’re going to need to help. Come hold this side and when I tell you, you’re going to push down to counter my upward lift.”
“And get thrown under again?”
No, no, no. Feeling like the life vest is losing its ability to float, I grab at Glen. “I need to get out of the water, right now. Right fucking now, Glen.”
My chest feels like I’m one hundred feet beneath the waves. It’s struggling to expand and contract, to inhale, to breathe. There are dots forming in my vision. My sight closes inward, and my ears begin to buzz. The blonde-haired man swims around my legs and I pee myself, hoping the fucker will swim right through it.

Moments later, something has grabbed my neck and is lifting me out. God, maybe, though he’s being a little rough. My back is being scraped and the fabric beneath my arms hurts, and god wouldn’t do that. No, god would feel warm and floaty, and nothing like this.
“That’s it,” Glen says, dropping me into the hull.  “Help me push her legs over.”
Yup, I’m alive. Cold and alive, and breathing. Not easily, but my ribs are rising and falling. In and out, in and out. Too fast, though.
“Slow down, you’re hyperventilating,” Glen says, placing a hand on my chest. “That’s it, I’ve got you.”
Studying his expression, I see concern in his eyes. Hmm, he cares, he really cares. 
“The boat was pushed over,” I tell him, having a flash of the blond-haired man’s smiling face.
Glen shrugs. “I’ll get to the bottom of it, don’t you worry. The important thing is you’re out of the water and you’re okay.”
My breathing calms and his face relaxes. “I’m so sorry, Maria, I never intended for this to happen. As a man, I’m meant to keep a woman safe, but I’ve failed to do that today. My mother would scream her head off, and my father would beat me with a slipper. I’m so sorry.”
“It’s not your fault,” I say, feeling so much compassion for him. He’s just like a little scared boy, talking about what his parents would do should he disappoint them. I know what that’s like, how awful it feels. 
But look what he did. He pulled me out, and now he’s holding me. How more loving could a scene get, than a man holding a woman he saved? If this was a movie, all kinds of swelling music would be playing right now. 
“But do you think we could stick with flying, from here on out?” I ask. 
Nodding, Glen kisses my cheek. “Of course, Maria. Sometimes it’s best to stick with what you know, and what you’re comfortable with.”
And look, just look, at how philosophical he’s being. How introspective, and how easily he’s able to verbalize his thoughts. What’s not to love, Maria?
Nothing, I tell you.
Absolutely nothing. 
 
Heading back to shore, awful flashes of what happened continue to make me shake, but each flash brings a vaguer picture. By the time we’ve arrived at the jetty, I’m convinced I wanted to see the helicopter and simply fell in. My foot must have entangled itself around a rope, which now I’m clear-headed enough, I’m remembering is called a line. That’s why I was trapped beneath the upturned hull. 
And the water really was so clear. So beautiful. And though I didn’t originally want to see the helicopter, I did. I saw it. So, against all the odds, I really did get to share something with Glen. How marvelous is that?
Thirty minutes later, once the dinghies have been washed down, my mind has flipped a full one-eighty, and I’m convinced the body I’m standing in isn’t mine. It can’t be, obviously, as that body is still out there somewhere, having drowned. It’s swirling around as dead as can be, and that helicopter I saw will emerge from the waves and carry it to shore. Everyone will stand around staring, and say, “Oh well, I guess the school needs a new deputy headteacher.”
And the red-haired, sun-streaked David will have to slam open another teacher’s door and tell her they’ll be friends on account of his naughtiness. And another teacher will take my bedroom and improve it, and will make friends with Jayne, Frankie, and Cliff. And then, within just a few weeks, I’ll be little more than a story about a deputy headteacher who once was. 
By the evening, after showering and eating, my thoughts and feelings have landed somewhere in the middle, and though Glen joked about capsizing the boat, he didn’t actually do it. So yes, I believe I may actually love the man.
“Let’s not tell anyone,” I say to Glen.
He thinks that’s a really good idea.
And though I know why he so readily agreed––he doesn’t want my friends to criticize him––I feel that’s for the best too. The way Glen’s emotions turned around, and developed into an intimate moment between us, is something I believe should be kept between him and me. The fact is, I’m not sure others would understand it, anyway. Life is complicated at best, and chaotic at worst, and my darkest moment may have turned into one of the best. 
Only time will tell. 






Chapter 15
“Not drowned yet?” Frankie asks, opening his door. 
Though I managed to keep the story quiet for a good two weeks, somebody had to tell Frankie, which means everybody on base now knows. 
Of course, Frankie can’t be blamed for not understanding the profundity of me sailing, or wat happened between Glen and me. 
“Anyway, Cliff said you flew with our resident Texan yesterday. Find any oil?”
“No,” I say, dropping into one of Frankie’s seats.
I’ve flown with Glen several times since the sailing event, but I don’t have the energy to tell Frankie that. Nor do I have the inclination. He doesn’t like Glen, and he doesn’t try very hard to hide it.
“That’s all you’ve got?” Frankie asks, flicking on his kettle and digging in a cupboard for mugs. “No laughter, no witty come back, no verbal abuse?”
“No, but if you want me to tell you to fuck off, I can certainly do that.”
Grinning while singing the Dallas television theme, he drops a pair of teabags into the mugs. “So how are things going with J.R. Ewing?” he asks, once he’s forgotten how the theme ends.
“He has a real name, Frankie. It’s Glen, and how’d you know he’s from Texas?”
“He told us that night on Troodos, you fool.”
For goodness’ sake, Maria. “Ah yes, I forgot about that. Things are going well, thanks for asking.”
“Okay, but what’s happened to you?” Frankie asks. “You’re as flat as a pancake.”
“Nothing’s happened,” I say, irritated by his question. “Maybe I’m just calmer since meeting Glen.”
And I am, but I’m not sure why. 
“Maybe you’re right,” Frankie says, handing me a mug of tea. “And this is just a calmer version of you, but I seriously hope not. Your friends are arriving from England today, and I’m pretty sure they won’t want to be greeted by this.”
Hearing his words gives me the shot of adrenaline I need. “Yes,” I say, smiling in a way that feels strange on my face. “And Jayne is coming to the airport with me.”
“Yeah, she said, and she’s excited. Aren’t we all just so excitable today?”
I burst out laughing. “I ought to drink this down and go shower,” I say once we’ve calmed.
“That would probably help,” Frankie says, looking like he really is excited. “Because you look like shit.”
“Fuck off,” I say, standing. 
God, it feels good to say that and know Frankie’s not about to get butt hurt. I’d never be able to joke like this with Glen. He just doesn’t get it.

Fifteen minutes later, Delvin swipes the shower curtain open. “Maria, can you believe it, the flare went off.”
“Oh my god, are you serious?” I say, pretending to be so giddy with excitement I can barely contain myself. Then I swipe the shower curtain closed. “A little privacy please.”
“Hello, are you listening?” he says, swiping it back open. “Come on, Maria, let’s go.”
Feeling his energy radiate through my own body, I give up on the concept of privacy and step from the shower. 
“Okay, while that does sound cool, I’m seeing two problems.” Using the mirror, I tease my hair into beachy curls. “First, I know nothing about said mission because nobody has told me anything, and second, I have important plans too.”
“Yeah, Maria, we know,” Delvin says, watching me dry and dress, “and that’s why we’re kicking off the mission today. You’re excited, more clear-headed and alert, and all this will help.”
Rubbing a thin layer of moisturizing sunscreen over my face, I expect to pass into my bedroom, but I don’t. Of course I don’t. Instead, I step onto what I presume is the swaying deck of my internal boathouse. 
“Delvin,” I shout into relative darkness, glad the landside door is wedged open. “Today, of all days, after not seeing my friends in how many months?”
“Seven,” a deep voice says, coming from behind a metal cabinet. “Welcome back.”
“I wasn’t given a choice,” I say, watching the doors to the lake swing open. 
Lawrence emerges from the shadows, holding what I assume is a diving suit in his arms, though it looks like a dead person, minus a face. “I suggest pulling this over your clothes, as a precaution.”
“A precaution for what?” I ask, taking the suit and feeling its weight.
“In case we encounter a problem,” Delvin says, appearing in the boathouse. Holding a spiral bound checklist, he strides across the deck and kneels beside the submarine. “We’re about to take a ride across the lake.”
“Uh, no. No, we are not,” I say, peering through the lakeside doors. It’s sunny as usual, so no way am I about to submerge into the depths of a lake. Especially after what happened while sailing with Glen. 
“Actually, we have to because of the flare,” Marcus says, also striding over the deck, “and thank you to my friend for delegating this moment of austerity.”
“Posterity,” Delvin says, without looking up. “It’s a moment for posterity.”
Scowling, Marcus folds his arms. “Whatever you say, Mr. Thesaurus. But back to the matter in hand, thank you for handing it over on a fine silver platter, and putting a silver spoon in my mouth, and all those other fancy sayings, because Maria…” Releasing his arms and turning to face me, Marcus says, “We are officially at DEFCON One.”
“Really?” I say, hoping this is just a case of Marcus being Marcus, and my insiders aren’t about to instigate all-out war, especially as I don’t know who we’d be fighting. “Because in case you didn’t know,” I continue, “the DEFCON scale pertains to nuclear threat level, so if that’s the case, we might as well bend over and kiss our arses goodbye.”
Shaking his head, Delvin says, “You’re getting carried away, Marcus, and you, Maria, are riddled with sarcasm today. Which is a relief, frankly. Welcome back to your normal status as a miserable, snarky, and sarcastic bitch. And Marcus, quit exaggerating, because we’re only at DEFCON Three.”
“You’re serious?” I ask, not liking the way that news affects my heart rate. “Why are we at DEFCON Three?”
“Because we’re going on a rescue,” Marcus says. 
I think about Gracie on the cliffs and bringing the news to Lawrence. Is that what this is? “We’re going to rescue the little girl I told you about?”
Ignoring my question, Delvin flips his checklist closed and places it on the sub’s panel. “Okay Lawrie, the instruments look good, pressure gauges are within normal limits, and auxiliary power is ninety-seven percent.”
“Excellent,” Lawrence says, having already donned his diving suit, which looks ridiculous, by the way. If I was a shark, I’d confuse him for a nice juicy seal and gobble him right up. But despite what Frankie says, I’m not a predator. And if nobody is going to bother telling me what’s going on, I’m not about to dress up as shark-bait and ride in a little yellow sub, either.
Reaching for a wall-mounted clipboard, Lawrie lifts a sheet and folds it over the back, then wanders over. “In that case, Maria, let me explain the route. You’ll need to swim to the far end of the lake––avoid the eels, they’re nasty––then climb the five-hundred-foot cliff beside the waterfall––avoid the eagles, they’re even nastier––then pull yourself over the lip and onto the plateau. Once you’re there, you’ll need to…”
Changing my mind, I drop onto a conveniently situated chair and feed my legs into the seal costume. Pushing my head and arms through a slit in the back, I stand and wiggle my head into the hood.
“So much for my beachy curls and pretty clothes,” I mutter, hoping my pale blue pants and white blouse don’t get too creased. 
A metal ring circles my neck, making the suit look like a cross between a wetsuit and a spacesuit, which probably stems from another drawing I did a million years ago.
“You’re finally getting it,” Marcus says, his wetsuit-dressed body so scrawny he looks like one of Laurie’s eels. “The rings are for our helmets.”
“Which are already in the sub,” Delvin tells me, closing my rear zipper with a gloved hand. “And the suits have an hour of built-in oxygen, so if something were to happen, we pull on the helmets and we're good to go.”
“Assuming we have enough time,” I add, watching Lawrie attach a pair of gloves to the end of my cuffs. “And assuming people are able to find us at the bottom of a lake, dressed in this delightfully bland shade of black. Not the best choice of color, gentlemen, but does somebody want to answer my question about the little girl?”
“Soon,” Lawrie says, “but time is tight, and we need to get going.”
Boarding the sub is easier than I’d expected, especially with Delvin and Marcus already in, one holding my hands and the other directing my feet. Kneeling on the dock, Lawrie leans into the cockpit and feeds several straps around my body. After checking they're tight, he jumps into the pilot’s seat and straps in. Then he flicks a switch, and the canopy rolls forward, while a horrendous squawk fills the air. 
Delvin taps my shoulder. “Don’t worry about the volume. We’ll slip into a quieter mode in a minute or two.”
Lawrie runs through a few more checks, then, once the engine noise has reduced to little more than a whisper, he sails the sub out of the boathouse. Skimming over the surface, a sliver of spray comes through a gap between the canopy and its frame. 
I’m about to point it out when the canopy slips all the way closed. “We have a secure seal,” Lawrie says, finger resting on a gauge, “and Maria, you have control.”
“Of what?” I ask, throwing my arms up in alarm. “Not the sub, I hope.”
Marcus bursts out laughing. 
“It’s easy,” Delvin says, giggling too. “Just pretend you're taking off in an airplane but reverse the motion.” 
Not wanting to appear feeble, I reach for the controls and apply forward pressure. Squeezing in a little extra power, water ripples over the glass and works its way up the canopy. 
“I don’t like this,” I say, which sends the boys into more fits of giggles.
“Ignore them, Maria, the gauges look good, and I see no moisture. Keep bringing us down and use the trim wheel to lessen your load.”
Spinning a large plastic wheel forward, the sub continues submerging and the light above us fades.
“That’s great, you’re a natural,” Lawrie says, once we’re wrapped by darkness. “Now, level us out and turn on the lights.”
“I can’t,” I tell him. “I’m not sure I can move.”
The giggling behind me turns into squeals of delight.
Looking over his shoulder, Lawrie says, “Let’s activate the rear ejection system instead.”
“What?” Marcus says, checking the seat beneath his bottom, though Delvin’s giggling continues. “There’s a rear ejection system? You’re lying, I can’t see it.”
Reaching to press the button Lawrie indicates, Marcus does not fly from the sub. Rather, the water surrounding us turns into a magical shade of blue. Like moths to a flame, fish swim into the light. Beautiful fish, with glittery scales and colorful tails, and twinkly dark eyes. They’re dancing and flipping and swimming circles around each other.
“It's like an underwater ballet,” I say, running my fingers along the glass, tracing the outline of a sparkly blue fish. “They're beautiful, but where did they come from? These aren’t real.”
They’re not, of course, because they’re swishing around within my inside world, but my point is, I’m not convinced they’re anything like real-world fish either. 
Lawrie scratches his beard. “Ah, now that's a story. As foggy headed as you’ve been lately, are you sure you want to hear it?”
“That’s precisely why I do,” I say. “My mind is like a sponge, Lawrie, and when it gets soaked and heavy with too much drama, I swear an internal memory snatcher squeezes some of the drama out. And that makes more room for drama, but also knowledge, and I want this knowledge now. I need it, really need it.”
Nodding he says, “When you were five years old, you climbed a fence at school.”
“The chain-link fence,” I say, feeling a memory surge to the front of my mind. “I see myself as a child in the school playground. I see my coat, the clouds, my breath condensing in cold air. It’s here inside my head, Lawrie, and I feel the loops of metal against my hands, the way my fingers hurt. I climbed up because I wanted to jump, be a fish and swim through the air, but my coat caught on a link. When my teacher came to help me down, the fabric tore. She took my class inside, and everyone made sea creatures to decorate the fence.”
“And these are those creatures,” Lawrie says. “All of them.”
“Are you okay?” Delvin asks, leaning forward and touching my shoulder. “Oh shit, Lawrie, I don’t think she is. Okay, how about we play a fun game called I spy. It goes like this…”
“I know how it goes,” I say, tracing my finger around a seahorse with twin tails. “Someone got carried away with this poor soul, though I rather like him. I hereby crown you, Sir Twintail of Moscova, Honorary Knight of the Realm.” 
“Okay, so I’ll start,” Delvin says, determined to play despite my distractedness. “I spy, with my little eye, something beginning with F.”
“Fish,” I say, stating the obvious. 
“Shit, you’re good,” he shouts, playing the fool to draw me in. 
“That’s not good, Delvin,” Marcus tells him. “That’s too fucking easy.”
“Okay, now my turn,” I say. “I spy with my little eye, something beginning with I.”
“Igloo,” Delvin says. 
Marcus snorts. “If you see an igloo, then there’s no bloody hope.”
Hitting his friend, Delvin says, “No wait, I looked at Marcus and figured it out. The word is ignoramus.”
“Okay, that’s enough,” Lawrie says, taking control of the sub and slowing our path. Once we’re barely moving, he turns on a brighter set of spotlights and sweeps their beams over rock. “We’re looking for a glass tank built into the mountain.” 
Moving sideways, the light changes once the spotlight finds glass, its beams becoming distorted. “There it is,” he says. “Turning off our instrument lights.”
The cockpit falls dark, and Delvin lifts a pair of goggles, which he uses to peer through the canopy. “Visuals look good, Lawrie. Casing is intact and secure. Can you move a little further to the right, so I can check the repairs Marcus and I completed last week?”
“You let Delvin and Marcus do repairs?” I ask, wondering what on earth Lawrie must have been thinking. “Those two, who spent much of the ride giggling and wanted to play I spy?”
Without looking away from the glass, Lawrence nods. “They’re far better divers than me. I’m getting on in age, if you haven’t noticed. What are your thoughts, boys?” 
The spotlights fall on a right-angled intersection, where glass juts away from the rock surface and meets another pane, running parallel to the submerged cliff. Even I can see the seal is damn near perfect, which surprises me. They’re just kids––the pair ought to be in school, not repairing tanks built within submerged rock walls. 
Taking the sub back to the left, Lawrie hits a button. A panel of glass retracts into the void, then slides to the right. Once it’s stopped moving, he takes the sub inside. “You boys did a fabulous job,” Lawrie says, swiveling the spotlights to watch the panel slide closed, “though I agree with Maria, you ought to be in school.”
“No fucking way,” Marcus says, and though I don’t look back, I’m confident he’s folded his arms in protest. “I hated that place the first time around, and don’t either of you be putting ideas into Iris’s head.” Now I’m confident he’s jabbing a finger at us. “She mentioned the schooling lark this one time, and me and Delvin revolted, and the Old Mother nearly lost her marbles.”
I’m pondering whether Marcus might have been the cause of dirty pictures I recall appearing on my art room chalkboards, when there’s a jolt and the walls seem to move downward. My head feels dizzy, like it does when the car beside my still car moves, giving an illusion of movement.
“That’s exactly right,” Lawrie says. “We're actually going up, not the rocks going down. We’re in a lift shaft, of sorts, taking us over five hundred feet to the clifftop. If you look up, you’ll see daylight breaking through, little by little.”
“Okay, but why not just use a regular boat across the surface,” I ask, “and build a normal lift shaft? It would have been simpler and far less time consuming.”
“Where’s the fun in that?” Marcus asks. 
At last, the submarine breaks free, water forming little rivers which weave and trickle down the glass. Lawrie slides the canopy open, and Marcus jumps out first, followed by Delvin. They use a pair of ropes to drag the sub to one side of the shaft, then help Lawrie out. Reaching into the cockpit, Delvin asks how I’m doing.
“Fine,” I say, lying through my teeth. “Just give me a minute to ground myself.”
Ground myself, while I’m strapped into a submarine at the top of a lift shaft, several hundred feet above the lake we just plowed through? Still, I try, noting the sky is blue, there’s a breeze, a sound of roaring water, the motion of the sub, and a smell of alpine pastures. For a moment, I even think I hear cowbells.
“Because you can,” Delvin says, still waiting. “We have cows grazing on pastures.”
“Oh, well that settles it,” I say, feeling a sudden rush of relief. “I’m ready to get out.”
Once I’m standing on the rock plateau, I strip out of my suit and place it on my seat inside the cockpit. “This way,” Delvin says, following Marcus and Lawrie over the plateau and down a set of stone steps. Once we’re at the bottom, Lawrie takes us around a corner and leads us toward a pair of ornate wooden doors, set within dark rock.
“Are you ready?” he asks, using a tone that suggests this is it, the moment that decides everything, the point of no return, the make or break, the—. 
“Yes,” Delvin says, rolling his eyes, “she’s ready.”
Swinging to face him, I fold my arms. “Delvin, do you mind? I’m really not a fan of you answering for me.”
“And I’m not a fan of you dragging this shit out, Maria. The flare went off, so ready or not, the mission has been green-lighted.”
After Lawrence pushes the right-side door open, I step into something I would never have thought possible—a natural bunker, but the most decorative one imaginable, one that might have been built for Japanese emperors. Delicate silk lanterns hang from a ceiling carved to form shapes of dragons and a phoenix. Walls have been hewn into pillars and panels, with more lamps revealing rock striations of oranges, blues, purples, reds, and golds. The ground is covered by an enormous cream rug, and carved wooden furniture has been arranged around a large table. Cherry blossom pillows and plants in huge pots add a softness to the space, and the room smells of flowers, of life, of oxygen. 
“Welcome to the Japanese Room,” Lawrie says, looking far better now he’s given up his seal impersonation. “It was designed by the Old Mother to be as remote, but as safe as possible. She also made the pillows.”
“And the furniture?” I ask, running my fingers over a carved wooden bench, covered with cushions. “How did you get it in?”
“We built everything inside the room,” Delvin says, “so the Old Mother can forget moving it, because nothing will fit through the doors and up the steps.”
Marcus laughs. “Don’t be so sure, mate, She’ll have us chiseling rock. You know what the Old Mother’s like once she’s got an idea inside her head.”
“Was the cave here already?” I ask. “Or did you carve it out?”
“A little of both,” a woman's voice says. Turning, I find Iris leaving a side room, and behind her, Amelia and Gabriel.
Delvin wanders over to a window on the rear wall and slides it open, filling the room with the roar of tumbling water. “We’re hidden behind the waterfall,” he says, “which helps keep our activities safe from spying eyes and listening ears.”
“Are you talking about the guards?” I ask, following him over. Pushing my hand through the window and into the water, I feel its force and its chill. 
“Yes, they’ll have heard the flare too, which will have activated them.”
“Then why use a flare?” I ask, thinking that might not be the best strategy. “Isn’t that tantamount to sending out an invite.”
Gabriel steps forward. “In some ways, yes, but it'll put the guards exactly where we want them.”
“Which is where?” I ask.
“Positions I've already scouted in the mountains. Maria, they won't want us anywhere near the institute, and it helps knowing where they'll be. It'll make our mission safer.”
“Our mission safer?” I repeat. “Wait a minute, I’m here because you expect me to physically climb mountains riddled with guards, and go rescue a baby I know nothing about, when I’ve been hoping we’d sit down over tea and crumpets, and mentally rescue a little girl I’ve already met? I can’t, Gabriel. First, I wouldn’t have a clue how to get there, not a clue, and second, I can’t just abandon my everyday life. Oh, and in case you’ve failed to notice, the guards have guns and according to Iris, they shoot to kill. Why can’t we just close our eyes, and say, ooh, there’s the baby, or the little girl, let’s grab her, and everything will be okay?”
When nobody answers, I feel myself getting desperate. 
“And the other thing is, a good Brit never, and I repeat, never, invites a guest into their home, or Japanese Room, without offering them tea. Heck, you can’t even donate blood to the British Red Cross without being offered tea and a nice biscuit” 
“Maria,” Iris says, sighing, “would you like a cup of tea?”
“Yes please, I’d love one.”
“Me too,” Delvin says.
“Me three,” Marcus adds.
Lawrie says, “Me four.”
“And just like that,” Gabriel says, throwing his hands in the air, “we're having a fucking tea party.”
“Lapsang souchong?” Iris asks him, returning to the side room.
Following her, Gabriel shakes his head. “No, give me a decent Earl Gray and a slice of cake, and I’m happy.”
Half an hour later, after studying all the carvings and the striations, and the Old Mother’s needlecraft while sipping tea from a bone China cup, Iris tells me I need to return to Akrotiri. 
“But what about the mission?” I ask, worried my tea party might have undone something profound. 
“It’ll continue soon,” she says, fading. 
 
The drive to Larnaca isn’t half as glamorous as flying would have been, and had I thought Debbie and Penelope wouldn’t have ridiculous amounts of luggage, I’d have picked them up via plane just to show off. Despite being in a funk, I’ve fantasized about it a lot, and generally, I make two excellent landings––one at Larnaca, which they witness during their taxi to the terminal, and another at Akrotiri. 
Unfortunately, the fantasy goes awry when I realize I’d have to backtrack nearly an hour to deliver them to the St Raphael Hotel. Then I decided to invite Jayne.
“I'm nervous,” my passenger says, once we turn onto Limassol’s beach road. 
We decided to take our time and come the pretty route, because we want to see how well Limassol is gearing up for the spring season. It turns out we’ve missed the gearing up, as Limassol is already busy with tourists strolling streets and buying stuff they don’t need, though the view here is different to the one Demetri drove us along in Paphos. Here, the streets are lined by hotels with fewer shopfronts and more parking, especially once we’re through the busier part of Limassol. 
“You don’t need to be nervous,” I say, before realizing that sounds dismissive. “Did I tell you Debbie insisted you come to greet them?”
“You’re not lying?” Jayne asks, shifting nervously. “Or are you saying that to be nice? I don’t know Maria, I can’t tell anymore.”
“No, I’m not lying.” I say. “I’m telling the god’s honest truth, Jayne, but I understand why you’re apprehensive.”
What I don’t understand is why she’d say something like, I can’t tell anymore, but I choose not to address that. She’s nervous enough already, without me putting on more pressure.
“Would listening to music help?” I ask.
“No, I want you to tell me all about your friends.”
So, I do. I tell her about how we met during our college years and shared an apartment where mushrooms the size of heads grew on damp walls. I tell her about Penelope’s exciting career, and Debbie’s farming, and how despite all our differences, we’ve remained close friends. The journey seems to fly by and pulling into the airport parking lot, Jayne looks better than she did. 
Only when she steps from my car, do I realize how beautiful she looks. Okay, so Jayne always looks beautiful, but her spring blue dress and white sandals make her look stunning. And in the same way I want to hug Gracie, and Little Bobby, and Brooks each time I’ve seen them, I want to hug Jayne. But I don’t. 
Instead, I lead the way to the terminal. 
“Maria,” I hear, moments after we enter. 
Before I’m able to spot her in the crowd, Debbie lunges forward and throws herself into my arms. Fortunately, Penelope is able to counter Debbie’s physical attack, and we don’t fall over.
“Where’s Jayne?” Debbie asks, eventually pulling away.
The blonde haired, blue-dressed woman standing behind me steps nearer and holds out her hand. 
“Oh my god, you’re beautiful,” Debbie says, drawing Jayne into a hug. “And you’re Scottish I hear, but more importantly, you’ve been taking care of our Maria, so you’re family already.”
Jayne looks flabbergasted. 
“I told you she’s friendly,” I whisper.
“And this is Penelope,” Debbie says, taking Penelope’s arm. “Who we’ll see performing tomorrow night, assuming you’re coming. What am I talking about? Of course you’re coming.”
Jayne gives Penelope a light hug. 
“A meeting of lesbians,” Debbie whispers, because she knows the jealous tangent my mind will have taken. “But you don’t need to worry, because believe it or not, Penelope’s met a woman she’s head over heels in love with. So much so, in fact, that they’re performing together tomorrow night.”
I’m not convinced I believe her. “If that’s true, it’s a first. Penelope has a policy of never dating other performers.”
“I’m telling you, Maria, this gal is different.”
“How so?” I ask. 
Touching my cheek, Debbie says, “You’ll see tomorrow.”
I hate it when she does this. “Come on, Debs, don’t make me wait. Tell me now, please. I’ll pay you.”
“Tell you what?” Penelope asks. “Debbie, have you been spreading gossip already?”
“Of course not,” Debbie says, making for the door. “To the hotel, ladies, because I have a swimsuit, an appetite, and a great thirst.”
And just like that, I feel more alive than I have in months.

[bookmark: _heading=h.9ywp3fgkugi]Chapter 16
Jayne enters the balcony’s front row first, and Debbie tells me to go next.
“But what about Glen?” I ask, looking around but not seeing him. He was meant to meet Jayne, Debbie and I for dinner, but didn’t manage it. “I’m not sure he’ll be happy if he doesn’t sit beside me.”
“And I’m not sure I care,” Debbie says. “He’s still running late, Maria, and he didn’t manage to apologize, so now he gets to sit next to me. Besides, I need to scope out the man. You’ve hardly mentioned him since Penelope and I arrived yesterday, which is weird.”
Turning her head, Jayne says, “Ah, but did Maria tell you she went sailing with him?”
“You did what?” Debbie says, jostling me into the row. “You went out in a sailboat? Maria, did he force you into it?”
“Of course not, Debs.” It’s not exactly a lie, because he didn’t handcuff me or tie me to the boat. “And before you ask, no, it didn’t go well. The boat capsized and I got trapped underneath, but I lived to tell the tale. I’d rather you didn’t pressure Glen for more information.”
“Which tells me there’s more,” Debbie says. 
Taking her seat, she leans over to ask Jayne what happened. 
When Jayne looks at me, I shrug. I’m not aware of how much Jayne knows, so this’ll be interesting to hear. Looking back at Debbie, she says, “The story goes that one of Glen’s American colleagues tipped the boat deliberately. Sorry, Maria, but I also feel like Glen brushed it off.”
“Is that true?” Debbie asks. 
“Honestly, I don’t fucking remember. And I’d rather not think about it. The opera’s about to start, so can we all take a deep breath and relax?”
With seconds to spare, Glen shows up looking devilishly handsome in a tuxedo. “Perfect timing,” he says, grinning his bright white toothpaste smile. “You must be Maria’s friend. I’m Glen, and I’m delighted to meet you.” Sitting, he says, “Look at me, about to watch an opera with three of Britain’s most beautiful women. I must be the luckiest man alive.”
Debbie leans into my ear, and whispers, “First observations––the man is handsome, he’s charming, and those teeth must have cost more than my house.”
Shaking my head, I say, “Your house was inherited, Debs. And are you going to do this all evening?”
“Probably,” she says, wiggling in a way that tells me she’s not lying.
The orchestra plays a brief musical introduction. Moments later, the curtains rise to reveal Penelope and Figaro dressed in servant's clothing. Painted panels turn the stage into a room, where a bed is placed near its center. 
“Ooh, is this live porn?” Glen asks, leaning across Debbie’s chest.
“No,” Debbie says, “it’s an opera.”
Delvin appears on the balcony wall. “Debbie is smart because she doesn’t like him,” he says.
She’s not alone, because I’m also beginning to question my feelings.
Sure, I love the man––he saved me from drowning, but Jayne is right. Glen hasn’t addressed what happened that day. Yet somehow, she knows the story, so somebody knows. 
And great, now the flashbacks are kicking off again. Over and over, I see myself tumbling headfirst into the ocean, spinning around, getting trapped. The man with the blond hair is smiling and waving, ropes and the sail are swirling around my feet. I’m dipping in and out with the music, and sometimes I see sharks, other times I see a woman with white legs. Leaves are dying on the surface. So many leaves. 
When the first act ends, Debbie plucks several travel-sized bottles of vodka from her bag and passes them out. I take two, possibly three or maybe even four. 
The second act opens with something horribly out of context––the red-dressed Athena entering the stage. She’s scared and confused, arms wrapped protectively around her chest.
Seeing her, Delvin kicks off the balcony and my body jolts. “Jesus,” I say, gripping Debbie’s arm.
“Maria, are you okay?”
“No, I think my vodka was laced.”
Taking my latest empty bottle, she sniffs it. “Smells like normal vodka to me.”
“Then maybe I need more.”
“And maybe that’s the last thing you need.”
Whatever, it doesn’t matter, because Delvin is swooping around the auditorium like he’s Peter Pan, and Athena is sitting on the bed looking terrified.
Leaning back as far as I can, I tell myself this isn’t real. It’s not real. It’s really not real.
“That’s a paradox,” Delvin says, flying up to hover a few feet from my seat. “By the way, you haven’t noticed how much the thesaurus has been helping me. The others have, and I’m even getting more important jobs on the inside. But come with me.” Reaching out a hand, he says, “Let’s do something incredible.”
Uh, no. No thank you Delvin.
“Okay, but do you want me to go on stage and flash my butt?”
Not especially, I project, while trying not to smile.
Looking back at the stage, I see Athena, her red dress sparkling beneath stage lighting, face as pale as a white handkerchief. Maybe she has the answers I’m looking for, and knows the full story with Glen. Maybe I finally need to face her. At this point, I’m up for anything.
So, even though I know this is ludicrous, I take Delvin’s hand and let myself step away from my body. Together, we float around the auditorium, sweeping over heads in the same way Delvin wanted to sweep over the salt lake’s flamingos. And it feels so good, so freeing, so electric. Nothing can hurt me, nobody can touch me, because I can simply waft away. 
Just when I’m thinking I’m more superhuman than Spiderman, or Iron Man, or all those male superheroes Hollywood likes because strong women aren’t considered attractive, Delvin takes me toward the stage. We descend feet first and land softly. When Athena spots us, the orchestra silences, the performers still, and the audience freezes. 
“If Maria could grant you one wish,” Delvin says, having failed to read the memo about genies being able to grant three wishes. “What would it be?”
Trying to meet my gaze, Athena says, “She could listen to my story.” Then, standing and taking a step, she adds, “and get me out of this dress.”
“That’s two,” I tell her. “Two wishes, not one.”
“Yes, and I have a third,” she says, telling me that unlike Delvin, she read the memo carefully. 
“And what is this third wish?” I ask, behaving like I’m the magnanimous genie. 
In a tone so meek I almost feel sorry for her, she says, “Will you tell me about the little girl on the cliff top? I know you’ve seen her, Maria, but like with you, the others don’t tell me things. They don’t think I can handle it, but I can. I promise, so please tell me about her.”
Is this true?
Looking at Delvin, I want to tell him I’m over this, that I’d like to fly back to my very comfortable front-row, balcony seat, if he doesn’t mind. But I don’t because something I’ve failed to consider occurs to me—both this woman and the child appear wearing the same color dresses. Different styles, thank god, but they’re always red. Why is that?
Delvin, being a typical insider, says, “if you think, you’ll find the answer.”
Sick of their, ‘if you think and if you try,’ bullshit, I vow not to think at all. But the human mind does things despite itself, and I find mine thinking. And because I’m thinking long and hard, I don’t like what I see—a woman, Athena probably. And though she looks far too young, she’s lying in a whitewashed room, knees bent, screaming and sobbing while a doctor uses forceps to extract a child from her body, then tosses the helpless creature into a plastic basket. 
“You had a child?” I ask, repulsed by the implication. 
Nobody in their right mind wants to think about their insiders giving birth to children, especially like this. She can’t have birthed a child, the whole thing is too banal. And even if it were to be true, how the hell did this woman get pregnant? 
“Maria,” she says, taking a step closer, “your traumatized mind caused me to be pregnant.”
“Okay, now that’s fucking gross,” I shout, feeling my stomach turn. “My mind can’t make you, or any woman pregnant. What the hell is wrong with you?”
Physically shaking, she takes another step. “Assuming you’re right, Maria, then where did the babies come from?”
Not liking her nearness, I take a step back. “How the fuck would I know, Athena? Maybe they just appear, like this—boom!” Using my arms, I mimic an explosion. “Then all your insider friends get together and say, ‘oh look, we have another baby. Let’s stash the poor critter away from society in the mountain institute with all the others.’ Problem solved.” 
“You know that’s not true,” Athena says, close to tears. “But please tell me something about the little girl. What does she look like?”
“Too cute to describe,” I say, though I have no idea why my mouth spews those particular words. Maybe to hurt Athena. Is that who I am now? What I’ve become—little more than a monster?
Sobbing, Athena asks, “And what color is her hair?”
“Blonde and it’s curly, a little like yours,” I say, though I refuse to look. I’ve never been able to look at this woman, not really. She brings too much pain and aggravation to my life.
“And what color are her eyes?”
“They’re a deep brown,” I say. “And big, very soulful.”
“Like mine?” Athena asks, throwing her hands to her face. “And Maria, are you going to rescue her, and bring her to me?”
Shrugging, making myself feel like I don’t care, I say, “I haven’t got a clue. But if she’s yours as you seem to believe, why haven’t you already rescued her?”
“I can’t, Maria. I wouldn’t know how to find her, and even if I could, I can’t wander the mountains dressed like this.”
“I feel your pain,” I say, scowling at the dress. And for the first time, I do. I really feel it, and it hurts, it’s excruciating. 
Lunging across the stage, I place my hands on the fabric and without even thinking, my fists tear at a seam. As the dress starts to come apart, I grab another handful, and another, until I’m shredding the stitches, and tearing the shoulder straps, and the waist, the neckline, everything, my hands sending sequins flying.
“Okay, that’s enough,” Delvin says, pulling me away. “Come on, you need to return to your body now.”
And because he thinks he’s so freaking verbally gifted, and because he’s getting more powerful jobs on the inside, Delvin takes my hand and floats me back to my seat.
“What do you think so far?” Debbie asks, as the audience breaks out into applause.
Gasping for air, I watch Athena’s near-naked body flee the stage and I see the curtain fall. A murmur of approval accompanies the shuffle of people moving along rows and leaving the auditorium. 
“I really don't know,” I confess, standing too. “I suppose it was amazing, but Debbie, near the beginning of the second act, I slipped outside myself.”
“Again?” she asks. “Is that why you said the vodka had been laced? And there I was hoping things had improved.”
“They haven’t, they’re getting worse, Debs, and I’ve been losing time and memories. And believe it or not, today is the clearest my head has felt in weeks.”
“Let’s talk in the bar, but first to the loo,” she says, leading the way out of the auditorium. “Oh, and don’t let me forget, Glen gave me something to give you before he left.”
“He’s gone?” I ask. “He’s left the theater and not gone to the toilet?”
“Maria, he leaned over and told you he got a call from work.”
Arriving in the bar, Jayne joins the line to order drinks while Debbie and I lean against a tall table near the entrance, looking over a busy Cypriot street. 
“Tell me what’s happening,” Debbie says, after insisting the other thing she mentioned can wait.
“Okay, it turns out I don’t just have a few insiders, but an entire internal world. And now the annoying fools are embarking on a mission that’ll take us up a mountain, and to a miserable institute, where we’ll rescue a baby. Though I’ve been secretly hoping it would be the little girl I’ve told you about, I don’t think it is. And the woman in the sparkly red dress claims to be the little girl’s mother.”
“You’re joking,” Debbie says. 
Shaking my head, I tell her I wish I was because that would be a lot easier to accept. “But what’s worse, is the woman appeared on stage, and when I floated down and tore off her dress, I realized she’s little more than a child herself.”
“You tore off her dress?” Debbie asks. “And she doesn't have breasts?”
“She does, Debs, but it’s the overall shape of her, I noticed, and the way she carries herself. Debbie, I’ve done something awful and I’m not sure what it is.”
“I promise you haven’t, Maria, but you do need some help.”
“I know,” I tell her.
Jayne carries three glasses of red wine to where we stand, and Debbie knows this part of our conversation has to be over. She and Penelope are the only people I’ve ever told, and that took years. But I wish I could have said more, because I feel like Athena is connected to my missing memories with Glen. But I don’t want to blame her. Not anymore. Now, I just want to know.
“Anyway, this is what Glen asked me to give you,” Debbie says, pulling a small white envelope from her purse. “I’m not sure why he couldn’t give it to you himself, but what do I know about the minds of egocentric men? I’m married to a good one, thank god.”
Ripping open the seal, I pull out a piece of printer paper wrapped around cardstock. Opening it, I find Glen’s written a note, which I read aloud. 
“Dear Maria, I love you with all my heart and I’m aware we haven’t gotten to spend much time together. I need to return to America for training, but I’ll have some free time first. Enclosed, you’ll see what I’m suggesting. I hope you’ll agree to join me. With all my love, Glen.”
“They’re flight tickets,” Jayne says, having taken two pieces of card from my hand, and with them, a small, folded receipt. “Two return flights from London to Las Vegas. Hmm, he must have booked the trooper back to England. Glen’s ticket has a return date one week later than yours.”
“You’re kidding,” Debbie says, taking one and studying it. “That’s hardly a suggestion. Did you know anything about this, Maria?”
Shaking my head, I ask whether the tickets are real. 
“Yup,” Jayne says, unfolding the receipt. “They’re paid for, and they cost a pretty penny. Will you go?”
“I don’t know,” I say, looking at my friends. “I really don’t know.”
And judging by the dates, I only have a few days to decide.
Looking at Debbie, I say, “What did you actually think of Glen?”
Tone thick with sarcasm, she says, “He’s handsome, he’s a spy plane pilot, and while I’d like to say he’s not your type, the truth is, he is. You’re always drawn to men with good looks, showy jobs, and massive egos. Why is that my friend, what goes on inside that little head of yours?”
I don’t know what to say, other than I’m attracted to dangerous things. And I don’t need to try, because the bells chime for us to return to the auditorium.
After the show ends, we go backstage and congratulate the cast. Jayne and I get to meet Penelope’s girlfriend, Georgia, who is a bundle of high spirits, and who obviously keeps Penelope on her toes. Sadly, Penelope tells me they’re heading off to an important sponsorship party, and as Debbie is Penelope’s plus-one, that’s it. My time with them is over.
Hugging me, Debbie says, “Make good decisions, Maria. That’s all I can ask. And remember, you’re never alone.”
 
Frankie isn’t so upbeat. “He gave you what?” he says, snatching the envelope.
Having brought Jayne to meet us for dinner, he spent the evening with friends and now he’s taking us back to base.
Jayne folds her arms in annoyance. “You're getting ahead of yourself, Frankie, because we haven't told you about the opera yet.”
Walking up a side street, Frankie says, “I don’t want to hear about the bloody opera. I want somebody to tell me about this ridiculous surprise Glen thrust upon Maria. Are you going to go?”
“I’m not sure, Frankie. I’ve never been to America, and I’d feel bad if I said no.”
“Okay, stop right there,” he says, pointing toward a late-night cafe. “First, Las Vegas is hardly America. Las Vegas is where people go to gamble, drink heavily, and elope. Second, he should have asked you rather than make assumptions. Glen’s applying pressure doing it this way, and if I’m honest, I’m nervous you’ll come back married.”
“I won’t,” I say, ordering a cup of green tea. “I’m smarter than that, Frankie.”
“Really, Maria, really? Because I see you floundering, and I’m not just talking about the sailing incident.”
“That was nothing,” I say, though it was. It really was. “What is it, Frankie? Are you jealous?”
“Yes, in some ways I am. Despite my florid and hilarious sarcasm, your arrival is one of the best things that’s happened to our block. Now we barely see you.”
“Stop it.” Jayne says, clutching Frankie’s arm. “Stop it, right now. Maria, I confess, I miss you, but you’re an adult, so you get to make your own decisions.”
“But I have been spending time with you, both of you,” I say, confused by my friends’ words. And I’m right, I know it.
“No,” Jayne says, shaking her head. “No, Maria, you haven’t. In fact, I was surprised I got an invite to join you these last two days, though I was glad to.”
Telling my friends I’d like a moment alone to think, I stand and exit the cafe. Jayne makes a weird coughing sound.
To my left, Amelia coughs too. 
“Are you ready to launch?” she asks, ignoring my request for time alone. 
Sighing, I find we’re strapped into an aircraft and though the helmet I’m wearing shields my hearing, the engine roar is horrendous. A horizontal slit of bright sunlight lights the air hundreds of yards from where we sit. Aside from that, we’re surrounded by darkness.
“I’m not sure what I’m ready for,” I answer, looking around. We must be inside a massive cave. It’s noisy enough, and light from the slit reveals our engine is turning the air thick with uncirculated exhaust. “But where are we and where are we going?”
“We’re in a cavern above the lake,” Amelia says. “Where we built our airport. It keeps everything safe and out of sight.” Folding her checklist, she slips it into a gap beside her seat. “And I’m taking you to the foot of the mountain, to start the mission.”
“But I’m wearing a dress,” I tell her, looking down to realize I’m not. I’m actually wearing black pants and a black top, with hiking boots on my feet. “Okay, well that’s unexpected.”
“Be aware that we use the cliff to help launch,” she says, releasing the brake and taking us into a taxi. Finding the runway threshold more by intuition than light, Amelia checks her instruments. 
“This means that for a brief moment, you’ll experience some interesting g-forces. Our biggest problem, however, is coping with the transition from dark to light, so just before we launch, we do this…”
Pressing a button, enormous flood lights illuminate the cavern and my eyes flinch.
“Then we count to ten while our eyes adjust.”
I’m at nine, looking at small, prefabricated buildings situated around the cavern’s perimeter, when Amelia pushes in the throttle. At ten, she releases her foot brakes and the aircraft punches forward, slamming my head against the seat and air from my lungs. Lights and buildings sweep past us, and as the edge comes closer, the aircraft’s g-forces clamp my arms against my stomach, and the ground falls away. We drop and she’s right––my stomach lurches. 
"Fun, huh?" Amelia asks, pointing our nose toward what appears to be a farm. "Ready to announce our departure to Bobby?"
"Yes," I say, because if that means staying alive, I’m all for it. 
Approaching a red barn, I spot a little boy jumping up and down, waving his arms. Sitting on a nearby picnic bench, is the Old Mother and beside her, stands a woman wearing shorts and a t-shirt.
“Who’s that?” I ask, pointing through the canopy. “Wait a minute, Amelia, I know her. And she looks so much like Bobby, which means they’re––”
“Oh shit, she’s got it,” Amelia interrupts. Wiggling our wings to say goodbye, she shoots away from the enclave.
Jayne finds me sitting on a wall near the beach. Tucking in beside me, she asks if I’m okay.  
“I am, but I’m sorry, Jayne. Whether this is smart or stupid, I really don’t know, but I have to go with Glen.”
“I was worried you’d say that,” she says, placing an arm around my shoulders. “Do what you have to do, but I need you to promise you won’t let him get hold of your birth certificate, or your divorce decree.”
“Are you serious?” I ask.
She is. She’s serious.
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It’s departure day, and Frankie has sent an endless stream of texts telling me that if I get on that aircraft, I’m an idiot. Cliff sent three saying Glen isn’t the stellar guy he originally thought, so therefore, I’m a twit. Meanwhile, I’ve heard nothing from Jayne. 
I know she’s working at Akrotiri’s terminal today, so I hoped she’d at least wave, or wish me luck, or tell me I’m a fool. I really don’t care. I just want to tell her not to worry about my birth certificate or the divorce decree. Both were inside my fireproof box this morning, though I was surprised to find the decree’s raised red seal had somehow flattened. 
“Who are you looking for?” Glen asks, circling his sailing magazine into a tube and using it to poke my leg.
Trying to sound casual, I say, “Oh, you know, I just thought I might say goodbye to Jayne.”
“Jayne this, Jayne that,” Glen says, rolling his eyes while also smiling. 
His words make me feel like a silly child, though I’m not sure whether it’s the words or the conflicting smile that bothers me most. Worse, I’ve begun to notice he does this a lot, though I can’t put my finger on what this actually is. 
“You’re such a great friend,” he continues, “but you put more energy into them than they deserve.”
Confused as to whether this is a compliment or an insult, I say, “Actually, Frankie mentioned I’ve hardly seen them since the skiing trip.”
“They’re just jealous, Maria, but what did they say about this surprise? Go on, tell me.” He punctuates his words with more magazine pokes. “I’m a big boy, so what did they say?”
“Nothing you’d need to be a big boy about,” I lie. “Jayne warned me against developing a slot machine addiction.”
“That’s all?” Glen asks, like he’d been hoping for proof my friends are mean. They are, but that’s because we have an understanding. It’s called having a rapport.
“Okay, but you don’t need to worry about money, Maria. Because you’re just a teacher, this trip is on me. The world is your oyster, so to speak, and there’s a fabulous seafood restaurant just off the strip I can’t wait to take you to. We could even go see a show where people sing real words without warbling in a foreign language. But right now, I need to use the restroom, so don’t run away.”
The minute he leaves, my cell phone rings. Its screen shows an unfamiliar number. 
“Hi, is this Jayne?” I ask.
“No, it’s not,” a familiar voice says, with more growl than I remember. “I’m back on the island and heard you’re going to Las Vegas with an American pilot named Glen. Don’t be a fool, Maria.”
“Is this Jake?” I ask, surprised to hear his voice. “Or some other dictator who thinks he can step back into my life and boss me around?”
“Of course it’s Jake. How many other men would tell you you’re a fool?”
“Two actually, starting with Frankie and ending with Cliff. And thanks for calling, but you really don't have a say in what I do, or don’t do. You told me that wasn’t meant to happen, then you left the island, and I haven’t heard from you since.”
“We are about to begin boarding,” a voice says over the loudspeakers.
“Shit, Maria. Don’t ask me why, but I have a bad feeling about your trip.”
“You mean like the trooper is going to crash?” I ask, suddenly feeling sick with anxiety. The boat capsizing was bad enough, but my plane going down?
“No, nothing like that. But does Glen have any of your official documentation?”
Ah, so he’s been talking to Jayne, or possibly Frankie. “No, Jake. Glen does not have my divorce decree, my birth certificate, my shoe size, or samples of my underwear. And it was really nice chatting with you, but I’ve seen somebody I need to speak with.”
That somebody is Marcus. The toad has been shadowing Glen for the last couple of days, and he really needs to disappear. Ringing off and standing, I head over to join him.
“What are you playing at?” I ask, making sure nobody sees me talking to myself outside the men’s restroom. Because really, being found out is exactly what I don’t need right now.
“Waiting to board an aircraft, of course. I’m going back to blighty to gobble down some fish and chips, and black pudding, and toad in the hole, and have a nice slice of spotted dick with custard.”
“Good luck with that,” I whisper. “Especially as we won’t be there long. But seriously, don’t you have somewhere to be?”
“Yup, right here. I’m watching that tosspot of a boyfriend you have. And frankly, you should have done a better job checking your fireproof box. Glen’s about to do a number on you.”
The restroom door swings open, and Glen emerges. “Ready?” he asks, taking my hand.
Looking over my shoulder, I see Marcus following, his tongue poking out. And as for the certificates, he’s absolutely wrong. I checked and they’re there. I know it.
As Akrotiri lacks the fancy jetway common to commercial airports, passengers cross the ramp on foot and climb a set of steps into the aircraft. 
“Look, there’s Delvin,” Marcus shouts the minute we board. Scrabbling over seat backs until he reaches his friend, Marcus sits beside a kid who’s holding a too-familiar banjo in his hands. 
I shake my head in despair. So much for trying to feel more stable, Maria, as things are getting weirder by the minute. 
Once we’re a few feet away, Delvin strums a chord. “Things are very weird and because of that, I wrote another special song. Want to hear it?”
If it’s anything like the last one, then no, Delvin. No, I don’t, not at all. 
“Ah, but this one is much better,” he says. “I’ve had eight months to practice, and I’ve gained three more chords.”
If I remember rightly, he only had one to begin with. 
Glancing at my ticket, I see Glen and I are seated in the row behind the boys, but that’s okay. Odds are the trooper will be full, so they’ll have to move. Or get off entirely, which wins my vote. Having Delvin around while sitting beside Brenda was one thing, but both boys around Glen is quite something else. 
“Actually, you’re wrong,” Marcus says, peeking over the seat in front of him. “The trooper's not full. I know that because Jayne told me.”
No she did not. Okay, if she did, then when?
“Earlier, in the departure lounge. You were scared because Glen was nearby, so I stepped forward, and she said the seats in front of yours are empty. In case you need to get away from Glen, which was a nice thought, don’t you think?”
Sure, but I’m not scared of Glen.
The boys look at each other and shrug. 
Approaching my row, I wonder what else Jayne might have said.
“That she loves you,” Marcus says, erupting into a fit of giggles. 
Cuffing his friend around the ear, Delvin says, “It’s okay for friends to love each other, Marcus, so quit being such a child.”
“I’m not,” he says, tugging the banjo out of Delvin’s hands. “And I fucking hate it when you think you know more than me.”
My phone rings again and I hit the green button. “What?” I shout, causing Marcus to strum the banjo like his life depends on it. Fortunately, Glen is already seated with his nose is in his magazine. 
“Maria, it’s me again. I'm flying to Paphos, then going to help Demetri. I know you’re not aware, but I’ve spent a few weekends on the island. Demetri’s place is beginning to look great and he’s getting increasingly busy with guests. Don’t board the trooper but join me instead.”
“Too late,” I say, hitting the red button and dropping into my seat. Seriously, Jake’s been spending weekends in Cyprus, and he hasn’t said anything? How dare he break our agreement to contact me if and when he comes back. 
“Ooh, she’s getting feisty,” Marcus sings over the cacophony of his playing.
“Will you stop twanging that thing?” Delvin asks. 
Strumming so hard he snaps a string, Marcus says, “Miserable bloody buggers, the pair of you.” 
“Right, that’s it,” Delvin says.
Face disappearing, he lifts an arm, forms a fist, and I hear a loud thump, then another.
“That’s the ladder,” Amelia says.
Around me, the trooper disappears, the boys are silenced, Glen has dematerialized, and never, in the whole of my life, have I felt so happy to be back inside my internal world. 
“Enjoy the peace while it lasts,” Amelia says. “We’ve landed at the base of the mountain, ready to continue the mission. The train has dropped off Delvin and Lawrie, and they’ve started their journey already.”
“Nope,” I tell her, confused by her words, not to mention the insipidness of the light. “I’m sorry to inform you that Delvin is being a complete idiot on the trooper. And why is it getting dark?”
“You’re right about Delvin. He was on the trooper, but he isn’t anymore. The good news is you won’t see him again until you reach the plateau and the institute, so you’ll have a nice break. As for the light, here the sun sinks early and gets up late.” 
“Ready to get out?” a deeper voice asks.
Gabriel’s face appears at my side, a headset pulled over his hair. 
Shaking my head, the weight of my helmet makes my neck feel stiff. “Let’s take that off,” Amelia says, lifting it over my ears.
The chill is shocking. The sound too, because all I hear is silence. Absolute silence, of the kind only possible deep in the countryside. In the distance, I swear I see a few shimmering lights.
“That’s the guard shack,” Gabriel says. “Marcus is hidden in the woods watching.”
“Which is a miracle,” I say, “because he was on the trooper being a jerk with Delvin.”
“Yes, we heard. There’s a lot of pent-up energy, Maria, so after a very quick meeting, we decided to get things moving. All we need is the cover of darkness, which by the looks of it, we already have.” 
Reaching behind my seat to pull out a backpack, he says, “To get out, hop up onto the cockpit’s lip, swivel until your heels find the ladder, then use your hands to help turn around. It’s safer that way, and I’ll catch you if you fall.”
“How strong are you?” I ask, not keen on the idea of dropping into a rapidly darkening void. 
“Strong enough to whoop your hide, so don’t push me,” he says, winking before disappearing. 
“That’s like a red flag to a bull,” Amelia says, watching me pull up onto the lip. “So behave, Maria. I’m watching you.”
Swinging my legs away from the cockpit, I find the initial foot twist challenging, but soon I’m descending the ladder. Its rungs are cold beneath my hands, and I wish I’d thought to ask for gloves. 
“There are some in the bag you brought,” Gabriel says, reaching to cradle my waist. “Okay, there’s a gap between the bottom rung and the ground, so you’ll have to drop, but I’ve got you.”
After landing with a soft thud, Gabriel removes the ladder and touches my arm. “I need to hide this in the trees, so wait here. Find your gloves and I’ll be back.”
By the time the gloves are warming my hands, I’ve pulled my backpack over my shoulders and the moon has glinted between clouds three times, each little wink allowing a few moments to get the lay of the land. We’re surrounded by mountains and appear to be in a heavily wooded valley, through which the train tracks run. A river snakes alongside it, asynchronous with the regularity of the tracks. 
Gabriel returns and hits the fuselage three times. “Okay, this way,” he says, charging into the darkness. I set off after him, listening to Amelia wind up her engine. 
“Won’t that alert the guards?” I ask, glancing over my shoulder and tripping over my own two feet. The engine wail turns into a growl, and Amelia launches. 
“Yes, but like I told you in the Japanese Room, we want the guards where we expect them, and right now, I’m sure Marcus is monitoring how many flee the shack and which direction they go.”
“Which I don’t like the sound of,” I say, while bending to rub my ankle. When I look back up, Gabriel has gone. “Fuck it, Gabriel,” I mutter. Hearing a noise in the distance, I say, “Damn it, you fool. Please wait.”
Face reappearing, he says, “No, you pay attention and hustle.”
While the ground starts out level and cushioned, within minutes it finds a steady incline and becomes harder beneath my feet, stressing the ankle I rolled. 
“Use your thighs,” Gabriel says.
As the trees begin to lessen, temperatures drop, and a blustery breeze whips around my body. 
“I hope you realize I’m not a mountain goat, Gabriel. I can barely breathe.”
“We’re not even that high yet,” he says, his voice quite steady. “Just breathe like you normally would.”
Eventually, he pauses and passes a bottle of water my way. “Are you doing okay?” he asks, like he gives a shit. Clearly, he doesn’t, because it’s patently obvious I’m half dead. 
“No, because I thought we’d be hiking, Gabriel, not scrabbling up forty-five-degree slopes.”
“That was hiking,” he says, watching me take a few sips. “The climbing starts now.”
Fortunately, the gloves I’m wearing are thick, because we really are climbing. Gabriel shows me where to place my hands and helps leverage my body over ledges. Each time I hope we’ve arrived, we keep on going. We have to have been climbing for a couple of hours, when I flop to the ground and tell him I’m done. 
Gabriel points above us, and says, “Okay, suit yourself, but we're nearly there.”
“How far is your version of being nearly there?” I ask, convinced he has to be lying.
“Just a few feet, actually, but listen. What you’re about to see might be upsetting, but you have to be quiet. No gasping, or wailing, or drama, okay?”
“Gabriel, it’s a castle. I’m European, buddy, meaning I’ve seen plenty of castles.”
“Not like this, Maria. I'll head up first and look around. Once I’m sure it’s safe, I'll reach down to help you. And I repeat––”
Growling, I say, “No gasping, or wailing, or drama. You don’t need to make such a big thing about it, Gabriel.” 
Launching into Queen Elizabeth I’s speech to troops facing the Spanish Armada, I say, “I have the body of a weak and feeble woman, but I have the heart and stomach of a king, and of a king of England too, and think foul scorn that Parma or Spain, or any prince of Europe, should dare to invade the borders of my realm.”
“Case in point,” Gabriel says, scrabbling over splintered shards of granite then disappearing. 
Sitting, or more accurately, leaning against damp rock, I begin to shiver––whether from cold or exhaustion, it’s hard to tell. But there’s something else too. A feeling, like the one I had on Troodos when we first arrived. When I imagined monsters in the gloom. Except this time, there really are monsters. I sense them moving, hear their growls. Feel a moment of warmth, like hot breath brushing against my cheek. I sit in frozen silence, and I’m scared.
“Are you ready?” a voice whispers from above.
“No,” I tell it. “This is really bad.”
Gabriel slips down the slope and settles beside me. “I know, but you’ve come this far. We’re getting to the good bit, I promise.”
Shaking my head, I’m convinced he’s lying. “Nope,” I tell him, “there is no good bit.”
“There is, Maria, because we’re rescuing a child.”
“Yes, but I want to rescue a little girl. Sorry, Gabriel, I feel bad for all the babies, but I think Gracie is in there. In fact, I know she is, I feel it in my bones.”
“I know you want it to be her,” Gabriel says, his tone gentler than I’d have expected. “I do too, and Bobby definitely does, but we just don’t know. We won’t until Natalia brings her to the door. That’s the way it works, so come on.”
Without giving me a chance to say no, he climbs back up and reaches down a hand. “That's it,” he says, once I’ve accepted my fate. “Use your feet, and your other hand. Okay, one more lunge.” Grabbing my waistband, Gabriel hauls me over the edge and pushes me against a boulder.
“Drink,” he says, handing me a bottle. Crows caw in the air around us, and I take a few sips, thinking the movements will help calm my breathing. Using a finger to remind me to be quiet, Gabriel takes the bottle and points around the side of the boulder. “Okay, take a quick look, but remember––quiet.”
Nodding, I slip to one side and though I try to hold my breath, I gasp.
Gabriel drags me back and places his finger over my lips.
“Okay, I’ll try harder,” I whisper. 
Moving slowly, I peek around the boulder again. Shaking, smelling my own fear, I peer across a dark plateau, then lift my eyes to track the walls of a monstrous dark stone building. It appears to be alive and moving, with tendrils of mist slithering over walls and turrets like long gray snakes. Iron-grilled windows and a single heavy door break the surface, none of them lit.
“Is it shifting somehow?” I whisper, knowing Gabriel will understand. 
“We think it's an illusion, but sometimes I’m not so sure.”
Frowning, I say, “It looks like it’s breathing.”
“I thought that too,” he says, “but it also looks dead.”
I nod, because he’s right, and dead things don’t move. Unless they’re rotting, decomposing. “But how do we get inside?” I ask. 
Gabriel points to a couple of figures approaching the building, one holding a handheld lamp. “We don’t, Maria, the guards won’t let us. Instead, we let Lawrie and Delvin do the work they’ve been assigned.”
“Great, but how are they allowed while we’re not?”
“Good question,” Gabriel says, though he makes no effort to answer it.
Waiting, barely breathing, I watch the door open to reveal a beautiful, dark-haired woman. She’s dressed in dull, ragged clothing, and for some reason, some ridiculous, ill-considered reason, seeing this woman––Natalia––makes me decide I've had enough of being told what to do. Pushing onto my haunches, I launch from my spot and run from behind the boulder. 
Bullets rain from the mountains, causing crows to launch from the rooftops, squawking angrily.
“What the hell?” Gabriel screams, pushing me to the ground and dragging me back behind the boulder. “Are you trying to get us killed?”
“No, Gabriel,” I say, shaking with anger. Pushing from his grasp, I jump into the open and hold my hands in the air. “Listen, don’t shoot,” I shout. “I’m not here to take a baby.”
“You're not?” a voice yells, distrust crackling through the air. “Then why are you here?”
Wanting to cower, I tell myself to stand tall. “To get a little girl, who I promise is no danger to you. She has curly blonde hair, and she’ll be wearing a red dress. If I’m wrong, I promise I won’t take her.”
“Proceed,” the guard shouts, like he’s the king of the mountain. “But we’ll shoot if required.”
They will, I know that. But if this isn’t Gracie, Bobby will kill me anyway, or pound me with his fists. I don’t want to think about his disappointment. Or about Athena’s sadness. Or mine.
Please, let it be Gracie.
“I’m moving to the door,” I shout, hands raised. Terrified, I tell myself I have more courage than I know. 
“We’re tracking you,” the guard shouts, “and tell Gabriel to stand where we can see him.”
Turning, I see Gabriel behind me, crawling combat style. And the idiot is still moving. 
“You can stop operating in stealth mode,” I say. “Or whatever it is you think you’re doing. Get up and stand easy.”
“Stealth mode?” Gabriel whispers. “And stand easy? Those are your commands?”
Staring into his eyes, I say, “Yes, and I’m going to the doorway so don’t try to stop me.”
Natalia watches my approach, then registering my face in the lamplight, she smiles and disappears inside. A few minutes later, she returns holding the hand of a blonde-haired girl, her little body clothed in a tiny red dress. Curls frame her pale face and brush her shoulders. 
“Gracie,” I whisper, shocked at how small she looks against the castle’s walls. 
The child bites a lip and lifts a hand. It’s clear she’s afraid of what’s happening around her. 
“Hi,” I say, kneeling to meet her gaze. I remind myself to move slowly, speak quietly. Watching the mountains, Lawrie and Delvin kneel too, though they keep their guns cocked and ready. 
“Can you see me?” I ask. 
Gracie nods, looking to Natalia for comfort.
“That's good,” I say, “because I’ve come to take you home. Is that okay?”
The child nods again, blonde curls bobbing. 
A finger finds her mouth.
Looking up at the woman, I find her just as beautiful as the Old Mother said, with Penelope’s fine features and Debbie’s warm smiling eyes. 
“Would you like to give Natalia a hug?” I ask. 
“Thank you,” the woman whispers, kneeling to take Gracie into her arms. Running a hand through the child’s hair, she urges Gracie to walk toward me.
“It’s okay,” I say, lifting my arms. “That’s good, keep coming.”
“Are you my new mama?” The little girl asks, too scared to keep moving.
Gabriel steps forward and kneels beside me. “No Gracie, she’s something even better.”
The girl takes another step then stops, looking over my shoulder like she’s afraid. I listen, hearing something far away, deep in the distance. A roar, rumbling against the mountains, and getting louder.
The child shakes her head, tears forming in her eyes. “I don’t believe you,” she says, her voice quiet. “What’s better than a mama?”
Pointing at my chest, I’m preparing to speak when the ground beneath us begins to shake.
The crows, not liking the vibrations, rise from the rooftop and circle the air around us. “Stay away from Gracie,” they seem to caw. Ignoring them, I stretch my arms further, urge her toward me. She lifts hers too and the roaring loudens.
“What’s happening?” I ask Gabriel. Though I’m afraid, I try not to disconnect my eyes from Gracie. 
“Nothing unexpected,” he says, “but stay with your fears.”
Behind me, the snap of trees competes with a churning roar. Telling myself I can control this, I try to force the sound to stop. But still it comes, swirling and tossing, and climbing over rocks.
“Focus only on Gracie,” Gabriel shouts over the din. “Nothing else, just her!”
At last, our hands touch. When my fingers knit around her tiny fist, a pain like acid flows from her flesh and into mine. It runs up my arms and all over my body. Fighting the urge to pull away, I draw her closer, knowing there's no time to escape. The crows continue cawing and laughing, and wielding their claws, until the roar becomes too loud to hear them.
“I’ve got you,” I whisper. 
Curling my body around hers, the horrific din hits us, arriving as a horrific wall of water against my back. Blasting air from my lungs, it slams us forward. Hurls us into a darkness where boulders fly like cannonballs, and trees sweep like sunken ships. I cling to Gracie with all my strength. Flailing and sweeping within currents, swirling around pounding debris. Its heaviness thumps and grinds, and groans with such awful volume. Crows dart like hungry sharks, their bloodthirsty beaks gaping, waiting for our fight to end.
The pain within my chest is excruciating in its explosiveness, warning me I can’t last. I beg the swells to lessen, plead with them. Vow I’ll do anything, everything. Whatever is needed, even close the institute and re-home all the babies. I swear to hold them, and love them, and… oh god, anything. 
“I love you better than a mama,” I hear.
And the world, as though it hears those words too, holds its breath.
 
Another thump returns me to the trooper. “Your air force is terrible,” Glen says, pounding the armrest a second time. 
“It’s not my air force,” I mutter, my body hurting all over. I need to get back inside, to check whether Gracie is okay, to keep my promises to Natalia, and the babies. But I can’t. Glen’s face is a picture of fury, and the mountain is fading. 
“Why is it so terrible?” I ask, though I want to scream. This man railroaded me into going sailing, even after I said no, and those memories have haunted me. He’s not a man I can trust with anything.
“Didn’t you hear the announcement?” he asks, looking at me with an expression I don’t ever want to see. “There’s a problem with––oh, never mind. You wouldn’t understand even if I tried to explain. The point is, we’re taxiing back to the gate. It’ll take a couple of hours to fix, so they’re letting people off. This means we’ll probably miss our connection, and you know all that cats and dogs play I’ve promised? You’ll just have to wait.”
What cats and dogs play?
A smaller version of the imaginary Troodos screen appears in aircraft. On it, is the same naked couple, her bending over to expose herself, and him pounding her like a rutting dog. I hear him say he’s going to blow, and when he does, I don’t let myself watch the woman. Instead, I follow the man walking away from her. First I see his profile, then his entire face. The man on the screen is Glen.
“And we’re returning to the gate?” I ask, my flesh feeling colder than it did when I capsized or during the internal flood.
“Yes,” Glen says, “and this’ll delay my other really big surprise too, which is annoying. Maybe I shouldn’t have bothered getting the documents after all.”
Opening my mouth to ask what he means, I realize I don’t need to. That red seal on my divorce decree should have been raised. And thinking about it, the texture of my birth certificate felt wrong. 
Looking through the window, I spot Cliff standing on the tower balcony. He’s waving a large foam pointy finger, and though he can’t know he has my attention, Cliff points the finger at the terminal, runs it parallel to the ground, and ends up pointing at the flying club.
“Are you picking up what he’s putting down?” Delvin asks, appearing beside my seat.
Looking into his eyes with a depth I’ve never risked before, I nod.
Yes, Delvin, I’m picking up exactly what he’s putting down.
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Descending the aircraft steps, I feel elated, liberated, and up for whatever challenge each step brings. But the minute my feet touch the ground, reality pounds my chest and elation turns to panic. Clearly I don’t have control, so that’s it, I should reboard.
“Stay where you are,” a uniformed man shouts.
He’s running toward the aircraft, toward me.
I can’t move. I’m panicking, terrified, like a deer in headlights. My thoughts are everywhere, assuming they’re mine. 
Jayne jogs behind him, uniform skirt slowing her down. “Careful, don’t scare her,” she shouts. So I really am a dear.
“Who are you?” I ask the man.
“Consider me a friend, Maria, I’m a good guy.” 
He does have a warm face, kind eyes, gentle lips. And he knows my name, didn’t call me ma’am.
Raising his hands, the man slows. “Maria, I’m not sure you want to do this.”
Do what? What does he think I’m doing, what does he know?
Pulling up beside him, Jayne urges me to shift behind the steps and into the shadows, out of sight of others on the ramp. “That’s better,” she says. “Listen Maria, I don’t want you to get back on the plane. Come to the terminal with me.”
Shaking my head, I ask whether the man’s a cop, whether this is a trap. A truck heads toward the aircraft.
“Don’t worry about them,” she says, “they’re our maintenance crew. And no, Maria, Vince here’s a ramper. He’s been supporting me through this you-and-Glen debacle.” 
Me-and-Glen debacle? It’s been a debacle? 
Shaking my head, I tell her I don’t want to return to the terminal. “Think about it, Jane. I didn’t want to sail with him, not even a little, but I did. I don’t trust myself to tell him no, and you don’t need the public drama of trying to save me.”
Vince shrugs. “That last bit is true.”  Shifting to wave at the maintenance guys, he says, “Hey fellas, good luck fixing her up.”
Studying the security fence, Jayne purses her lips. “But Vince, there’s no other way off the ramp.”
Animated now, Vince says, “There is, Jayne, think about it. She could simply run.”
“To where?” Jayne asks, looking toward the runway, and beyond that, to another fence separating us from the rest of Cyprus. Beneath the right wing, the maintenance crew is busy erecting a pneumatic ladder.
Scrunching my eyes in an effort to focus on my thoughts, not the maintenance men, I say, “To the obvious…to Jake. He called to say he’s flying to Paphos, and he asked me to join him.”
Frowning at Vince, Jayne asks, “Can she do that, just take off and run along the flight line?”
“Yes, assuming it’s her only choice.” Smiling apologetically, he adds, “Plus she’s a civilian, so the repercussions would be different. But Maria, are you able to run that far?”
“I’m pretty sure I could sprint to Limassol if it meant getting away, but my luggage is in the trooper’s belly.”
Dragging his fingers down his jaw, Vince says, “We made sure it remained accessible during loading, and there's plenty of time to pull it. Just say the word.”
Mind still struggling with Jayne’s earlier words, I ask, “Has this thing with Glen really been a debacle?”
She takes a step closer and touches my arm. “Yes, Maria, and watching you retreat into yourself has been awful. In some ways, it’s like we’ve watched a part of you die.”
That hits hard and I go on the defensive. “Sorry, Jayne, but if that’s really true, then why the hell didn’t you tell me?”
“I tried, Maria, countless times. We all have, actually, but our words seemed to fall on deaf ears. All we know is we want you out of Glen’s clutches, and the sooner the better.”
Blinking faster than normal, I realize I’m unable to remember any of the conversations we must’ve had. Countless, she said. Not one or two, but more. The good news is, my friends knew something was wrong and they tried to help, which also means they care.
“I have my backpack,” I say, feeling my mood perking up. “And I have my phone, and a book to read. The Charm School by Nelson DeMille, a real page turner.”
Jayne looks at Vince. 
“I see what you mean,” he says. “Maria, the thing is, whether or not you have a book isn’t important, right now. Your well-being is. Just say the word and like we said, we’ll take your name off the passenger manifest, pull your luggage, and inform Glen.”
Jayne looks aghast. “You can talk to him all you like, Vince, but I’m sure as hell not.”
“No,” I say, voice louder, feeling clearer headed. “Don’t either of you say a word. Give me some time to get away.”
Smiling mischievously, I start to run.
“You go, girl,” Vince shouts.
“I like him,” Delvin says, appearing by my side. “And sorry about all the giggling earlier. We were excited about the mission.”
“Okay, Delvin, but I’m shitting myself, so please refrain from talking.”
He keeps his mouth closed, but because the kid is concerned I’m about to fall apart, he does what he always does. Delvin acts the fool. 
Raising an arm, he behaves like he’s holding a sword and turns his jog into a gallop. He’s even making horse-like clippety-clop sounds. It’s annoying as hell but being irritated stops me thinking about Glen. It’s also distracting me from the sweaty warmth of running in jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. 
Our run takes us past countless buildings, including the American U2 squadron. One of their aircraft is out of its hangar, being prepped for a mission by several non-uniformed guys. 
“Damn it,” I say, feeling another surge of nerves. “I don’t like this, Delvin, let’s go back.”
“To what, though?” he asks.
Jogging backwards now, forgetting his body is weightless while I’m carrying the entirety of our physical mass, he says, “There’s nothing there for you, Maria, so come on, run faster. Those men might have guns, and if they do, their bullets will be very real.”
He’s right, of course. Though I was nervous on the mountain too.
Approaching the tower, I spot Cliff on the balcony. Seeing he’s no longer wearing the foam pointy finger, I wonder whether his pointing was the trick of a desperate imagination. But no, it was real.
“What the heck are you up to?” Cliff shouts.
Shrugging, I force a wane smile. “I saw what you did with your foam pointy finger, so I thought you were telling me to get off the trooper and run away.”
“Jeez, Maria, no. I was telling you to get off the aircraft and take a car, not sprint across the entire airfield.” Frowning, he pulls a phone from his pocket. “Wait up, Jayne just texted.” Reading from his screen, he begins to smile, then he chuckles. 
“Well okay,” he continues. “This is lunacy at its best, but why are you standing around when you need to be running? Go, Maria, go.”
“But do you think I’m in trouble?” I ask, scared the answer might be yes.
Sighing noisily, Cliff says, “Hopefully not, Maria, and I know what to do, because I’m about to call one of your flying club students. He’s high up the chain of command and if he doesn’t arrest you, he’ll probably help. So go, Maria.” When I fail to move, he shouts, “Maria, right now.”
Sprinting away from the tower and rejoining the taxiway, I find India Romeo gone but Juliet Bravo parked. Realizing I should have asked Cliff whether Jake has already left, I fling open the clubhouse door to find no sign of my former instructor in the lounge, or the kitchen. 
Marching into the office, I’m greeted by Alvyn sitting with his feet propped on the desk.
“Where's Jake?” I ask, rather than say hello.
Noting my sweaty state of dress, Alvyn drops his feet. “Good god, Maria, you look like you've run a marathon. I imagine he’s at Kouris Dam by now.”
Jake’s voice comes over the radio. “Akrotiri Tower, this is India Romeo at Kouris.”
“See, I told you,” Alvyn says, smug as ever. “But what the hell is going on?”
Feeling like my world is falling apart, I say, “Jake invited me to fly to Paphos with him. I was boarding the trooper with Glen, so I declined, but then I began to worry about something. When the trooper had a problem and returned to the terminal, I got off. Then I ran here to join Jake, but he's gone. What am I meant to do?”
“Wait a minute,” Alvyn says, holding up his hands like he’s under arrest. “Are you telling me you got off the trooper and ran away? I hope you told somebody your plans and didn’t just run, willy-nilly, across the airfield.”
The club’s landline phone rings and Alvyn answers. Looking at me, he says, “Yes, she’s here. She didn’t, did she? Oh, good lord. I will indeed.”
“You will indeed, what?” I ask, watching him replace the receiver to its cradle.
“By order of the powers that be, I’m hereby conducting a citizen’s arrest.”
Grinning, Alvyn says, “I’m joking, but luck is on your side. That was Wing Commander Gerard, the newest second-in-command of the entire base, and also a student here. He got a call from our radio controller friend Cliff, and you’re lucky, Maria, because together, those men have the power to prevent you getting in serious trouble. The wing commander’s on his way over.”
“That’s good,” I say, pacing the room. “Really good.”
Snickering, Alvyn says, “Understatement of the century. And while we’re waiting, remind me which bombing range you drove onto by mistake, and nearly got your limbs blown off. I was just telling the wife, but I couldn’t recall whether it happened in England or Cyprus.”
Throwing my hands to my head, I feel like I’m hanging on by a thread. “I can’t think about that, Alvyn. Can you please quit asking ridiculous questions?”
A flashy red BMW pulls up outside the window and a man steps out. British, not American, as he’s wearing a Royal Air Force uniform. 
“Is this our runaway?” he asks, pushing Alvyn's door open. Of average height and build, a thick mop of silvery-gray hair makes an otherwise ordinary face appear striking. So, striking, that this isn’t a person someone forgets, and I realize I’ve seen him just recently. 
“You were at a meeting where I presented the school’s action plan to senior officers. You’re new here, I believe, so welcome.”
Alvyn shakes his head. “The civilian is welcoming the second-most important officer to his own base, after she ran from the trooper and all the way across the airfield. I swear, this cannot get any better.”
Wing Commander Gerard shakes my hand, a little twitch pulling at his lips. “Okay, so let’s think about this.” Dropping onto the couch, he says, “Start by telling me what’s going on.”
“I’m running away from an American pilot because I don’t want to go to Las Vegas anymore.”
“Las Vegas?” Alvyn says, like he’s just realized he was wrong, and the story can only get better. “You do realize what happens when couples visit Las Vegas, Maria?”
“Yes, of course, and that’s why I don’t want to go.”
Returning his feet to the desk, the club’s chief flying instructor folds his hands behind his head––the position he assumes when life is sweet. “And that thought didn’t occur to you before you boarded, or agreed to go in the first place?”
“No, it did not, Alvyn, because I thought we were going stateside to have a cold beer, gamble a little, and maybe watch a show.” Deciding not to mention the contents of my fireproof box, or that I’ve started to suspect the documents I found this morning aren’t the originals, I say, “But now I have reason to believe you may be right.”
“Okay,” Wing Commander Gerard says, “the good news is, you certainly know the right people and they’ve conspired to save your hide. The not-so-good news is, I imagine your American friend will soon realize something’s amiss and start asking questions. I can help control that end of things, but you may want to make yourself scarce for a while.”
Standing, Alvyn says “Absolutely, one hundred percent agree.”
Waddling into the pilot’s lounge, he returns holding a set of keys. “And you’re lucky Maria. Our aircraft are undergoing their annual inspections in Paphos next week. I’d planned on flying Juliet Bravo there today, but why don’t you do it instead? It’s your Easter break, so get off base, let things simmer down, and save me a job. I’ve literally just completed the preflight checks.”
“And that’s why you were lounging around in here?” I ask, afraid confusion is clouding my mind.
“Maria, I was talking to the wife, so no, I wasn’t lounging around. But you haven’t told me where the bombing range was, and if I don’t have an answer, I probably won’t get any dinner tonight.”
“Oh, for god’s sake, Alvyn. It was outside Dhekelia, and no body parts were nearly blown off.”
“That’s good,” the wing commander says, though I’m not sure whether he’s referring to the availability of an aircraft, my limbs not getting blown off, or Alvyn getting fed tonight. “But Maria, next time you pull a stunt like this, how about you run away from a Brit instead?”
“Yes sir,” I say, standing to attention and saluting. “I would have, but I couldn’t think of one to run away from.”
“Heaven help us,” Alvyn says, throwing his arms into the air. 
Grabbing a club checklist and headset, I open the door and jog over to the ramp. Delvin follows shortly thereafter. “Where’d you get to?” I ask, opening Juliet Bravo's door. 
“I popped inside to coordinate a few things. Everything is going well, but don’t ask questions.” Pulling himself into the passenger seat, Delvin says, “Focus on flying safely.”
After running through the required startup checks, and firing up the engine, I press the transmit button. “Akrotiri Tower, this is Juliet Bravo, requesting taxi for immediate departure.”
Cliff’s voice responds. “Juliet Bravo, taxi approved. What are your intentions?”
“I’d like cross-country routing to Paphos. I didn't get time to pick up flight information or file a flight plan.”
“Juliet Bravo, cross-country approved, wind is two-seven-zero at eight knots, gusting twelve, runway two-eight is the active. We’ll contact Paphos from here. How many are onboard?”
Releasing the brakes, I take us into a slow roll. “Akrotiri Tower, one person only.”
Delvin coughs, reminding me I’m not alone. 
Smiling apologetically, I say, “As a hallucination, my friend, I’m afraid you don’t count.” 
Holding short of the runway, I run through my engine checks, finding everything is operating as it should. “Akrotiri Tower, Juliet Bravo is ready for departure.”
“You are cleared for a very immediate departure,” Cliff says, emphasizing the last three words. “Climb three thousand feet and report over Kouris Dam.”
Feeling my phone buzz, I pluck it from my pocket and toss it into Delvin’s lap. “Something tells me that’s Glen,” I say, wiping sweaty hands down my pants. 
Delvin looks at the screen. “Fine, but I can’t talk to him, because as a hallucination, I don’t count.”
“Hasn’t stopped you before, my friend, but I don’t want you to chat. I want you to help me ignore him.”
Wondering whether Cliff’s tone suggests Glen knows I’m on the run, I roll onto the runway and increase power. To my left, back on the balcony, I spot Cliff waving the foam pointy finger. At the foot of the tower appears a silver, heavily-antennaed car—the one Glen parked at the terminal.
“Is that your Yank?” Delvin asks. 
“It is,” I say, thinking we can’t reach fifty-five knots quickly enough. “And I’m scared, Delvin.”
“I’m not,” he says. “I’m over the fucking moon. In fact, let’s fly that high, like the cow in the nursery rhyme.”
Launching, part of me wants to wiggle my wings in a wicked goodbye but knowing my luck, that’s what would get me in trouble. Not the initial escape, or the running, or flying off while Glen watches, but the tiny little wing wiggle. 
Several minutes later, during which I imagine all kinds of drama going down between Cliff and Glen, I realize Delvin is being awfully quiet. Too quiet, and there’s a smell, an awful smell of burning flesh. Glancing to my right, I find Delvin has gone and Archie is sitting in his place.
“Juliet Bravo is three thousand feet above Kouris Dam,” I say, after pressing the transmit button.
Of course, I ought to declare an emergency, tell them I’m flying with a long-deceased World War Two pilot seated beside me, but they’d just laugh.
A voice not belonging to Cliff responds. “Juliet Bravo. Call Paphos on one-one-niner, point-nine and good luck.”
Tilting the aircraft into a left bank, I position the nose to take us toward Paphos.
“Why are you here?” I ask the ghost seated beside me.
“To fly,” Archie says, like he’s done this for me before. He hasn’t. Amelia has, and Delvin even, but not him. 
“No, you’re fucking not,” I say, blinking hard, trying to make him fade. 
“You don’t want to see how Gracie is doing?” he asks.
“Well, obviously I do, but…”
That’s all it takes. 
That’s the crack Archie needs.
I arrive somewhere dark and dank. Of course I fucking do. And I’m hearing the monsters. 
“What the hell, Archie?” I yell, anger and fear causing my heart rate to increase. “Bring me back to the aircraft right now!”
“Be calm,” a croaky Russian voice says, its tone echoing against the walls. “You are safe.”
“Safe?” I shout, spinning in fear. “I’m not fucking safe. I’m meant to be flying, but I’m here, and I’m angry. What the hell is wrong with you people?” 
Searching for the usual pinprick of light, I hear the friction of a cigarette lighter, and I’m looking at a flame-lit, deeply etched face. 
“Holy crap,” I shout, heart pounding so fast I’m afraid it’s about to explode. When it doesn’t, I look hard enough to realize who the face belongs to. 
“It’s you?” I ask, looking into the aging eyes of the Old Mother. “But what the hell are you playing at? I’d expect this from one of the boys, not the same elderly lady who welcomed me onto her porch and into her kitchen.”
The Old Mother says, “Maria, I am not here to scare you. I want you to listen.”
“Oh, then tell that to my heart,” I say, noting her pedantic Russian accent. “And if you wanted me to listen, you could have taken me to your kitchen, or the Japanese Room. But no, you brought me to a place where I’m surrounded by monsters.” 
“They won’t hurt you,” the Old Mother says.
Sweat dripping down my back, my chest, and into my eyes, I can’t believe what I’m hearing. “You haven’t been here when they’ve chased me to within an inch of my life, but okay, I’ll sit.” Wondering whether I’ll regret this, I add, “and I'll try to listen, though it’s challenging when I’m surrounded by the angels of death. Please tell me how Gracie is.”
“She’s fine Maria. Absolutely fine, but that’s not why we’re here.”
“Okay, then why are we? Are you going to tell me another story, or a fairytale?”
“Once upon a time,” the Old Mother starts.
I’m shocked. I hadn’t expected her to actually do it. 
“There was nothing but darkness in this land. No sunlight, no moonlight, no stars.”
“Already heard this one,” I tell her, feigning nonchalance, hiding my fear of her, and from her. She’s nothing like the woman I met on her porch. and listened to in the kitchen.
“Be silent,” she says.
Lowering the cigarette lighter, the Old Mother transfers its flame to the wick of a candle.  
“And though the child was afraid, she went into the shadows with a single light. The child’s heart pounded as she roamed, always afraid a monster might be lurking.”
“Here we go,” I say, because despite the Old Mother’s request, it’s impossible for me to settle, much less focus, or keep quiet. “I’m assuming these creatures are your monsters, Olive? How very convenient but continue. Please, it’s a delightful story.”
It’s not, it’s awful, and I’m hearing movement behind me.
“But there was a problem,” the Old Mother says, sweeping her palms above the candle. Throwing her hands out to her sides, she shakes them as though she’s casting a spell. In the eerie, candlelit darkness, I watch her swoop both arms toward the roof, causing the air around us to shudder, making my ears pop. The vibrations pull upward, and raise in pitch, until the ceiling above us cracks with a loud boom, like the entire roof is about to splinter open. 
With adrenaline pumping stronger than ever, I jump to my feet, and spin around. Without knowing where to run, or how to escape, my panic increases.
“Sit down,” the Old Mother says, like this is normal.
“I can’t,” I shout back. 
Above my head, the cracking continues, allowing slivers of daylight to penetrate the dark. Debris rains into my hair and on my shoulders, crashing against the ground, and splashing into pools I didn’t know were there. 
Shielding my head, I decide this woman is psychotic, needs help, needs something, anything. 
And worse, the cracks above my head are continuing to widen and let in more light. I see the monsters, their fur, their claws, their awful hideousness. Throwing my hands to cover my eyes, I can’t look at her, at them.
“The little girl found ways to hide her pain,” the Old Mother says, like she’s willing to die for the story. 
“Stop it,” I yell. Dropping my hands, I lunge toward her. “The little girl put babies in the institute, not here, so stop it.”
As though to argue back, a large chunk of ceiling crashes down, showering the cave with more debris, and even more light. 
Sure this is it, that my days are over, I run to one side. I’m ready to brawl, to be mauled, to die, but nothing attacks me. Instead, the dust fades and looking around, I find the monster nearest to me is cowering. And the one beside it is cowering too. In fact, they all are. Every single one.
And when I look closer, I realize they’re not the creatures I thought they were. They don’t have fangs, sharp teeth, or bloodied lips. Rather, their faces are human, and not just any old human. These are the faces of people I recognize and know, and in some cases, tried to love. Aunts and uncles, my mother, the doctor with the forceps, the man who tore off my red dress.
Recoiling, not sure whether this is better or worse than fangs and bloodied lips, I turn toward the Old Mother. Fearing she might be something awful too, she’s not. When I see compassion in her eyes, I reach for her, beg her to help me. 
“Please,” I say, feeling tears flow down my face. “Olive, please.” 
The moment I touch her, my legs fail me and with little to stop my fall, I drop onto my knees. Then onto my side, and there on the ground, I hear the echoes of those promises I made to Gracie, to those babies, and to everyone. 
“I know what you want me to do,” I say, first to the Old Mother, then looking up through the gaping roof, to the skies, and the heavens above.
Wiping my eyes, I hit my radio transmit button and report my location over Agios Thomas. Archie is still here, and though I have no idea how we’re managing it, I’m aviating, navigating, and communicating. And geographically speaking, I’m safe and secure, and right where I need to be. 
Though I’m a long way from feeling that way on the inside, I know what to do. I know exactly what to do, and I also know Delvin will be proud.





[bookmark: _heading=h.vrnoo0bgx48j]Chapter 19
My nose tickles and though I hear Daisy grazing, I’m not afraid. I’m too busy watching cotton ball clouds form shapes above me, their edges shifting beneath a rich blue sky. A breeze wafts the scent of woodland flowers and freshly cut grass across the pasture, and over my relaxed body. 
“Are you here?” I ask, not wanting to move, or break the spell. For the first time since waking up this morning, I feel like I can breathe, and I don’t want to ruin how extraordinary that feels.
“Yes, I’m right here beside you,” Brooks says. “I’m wondering how you’re doing.”
Smiling at a cloud forming the shape of a pig, I tell her I’m tired. “Exhausted actually, it’s been a long day. Did you witness Gracie’s rescue, and the shit show that was my audience with the Old Mother?” Then, after pausing for a moment, I decide to ask the question I really want answered. “And for that matter, did you condone what happened?”
Sighing, Brooks says, “I saw both events, but Maria, I don’t have the power to condone or prevent anything that goes on inside your mind.”
Lifting a shaky arm, I run my fingers through my hair, finding dirt and rock fragments stuck to my scalp and matted into my locks. Checking both my hands, I find soil stuck beneath my nails and, perhaps more telling, my filthy palms are pitted with lines and dents from where I fell.
Above me, a cloud shapeshifts into an elephant. Assuming Brooks can hear my thoughts like the rest of my insiders, and already knows the cloud is an animal, I point upward. “Look, there’s its trunk, and his ears, and his stringy little tail.”
Brooks tells me she can see him too. “But Maria, can we try something? Can we allow your defenses to take a break for just a little while? They can watch from a distance, if you’d like.”
“Okay, I’ll try,” I say, deciding this means the elephant has to go. But he doesn’t, and despite my efforts, my mind is drawn to swoop up and pet him. And once I’m there, I dare to ride him, even give the creature a name—Cloud Nine, which obviously, is perfect. 
And here I am, riding Cloud Nine like I’m an Indian princess, looking down on Brooks and me lying in the grass. Hello, I think to myself, while smiling and waving, how’re you doing down there? 
Sadly, once the cloud shifts and it isn’t an elephant anymore, I tumble back down to earth with a crash. 
As though she’s about to make a grand announcement, Brooks clears her throat. “Maria, have you heard the term dissociation?” 
When I don’t answer, she adds, “I know it sounds technical, but understanding what the term means might help describe your experiences.”
Smiling at the three-legged, small headed dog Cloud Nine has morphed into, I tell myself to focus, to be curious. “No, I haven’t, Brooks, and I’m not convinced anything could describe what goes on inside my head. But I'm interested to know what the word means.”
Rolling onto her side so I can see her face, Brooks tells me dissociation can mean a lot of things. “But in your case, it means that whenever the outside world feels scary, you’re able to detach, and come to this place inside your mind where you feel like you have more control.”
“You’re kidding me,” I say, thinking about how out of control today has felt. “You weren’t in the cave, sister, because I assure you, I had absolutely no control over that. Nor were you on the mountain during the flood.”
Brooks says, “Actually, Maria, you did have some control. And there are reasons why those things happened. We can talk about that another time.”
“Why not now?” I ask, because contrary to what Brooks believes, I absolutely, categorically, undeniably had absolutely no fucking control over the cave’s implosion, or the flood. I remember trying to stop both, and failing. Miserably failing. “Come on Brooks, tell me how you think I had any control over that.”
“Maria, listen. Have you heard the saying, the slower we go, the faster we’ll get there? Let’s take baby steps so we don’t overwhelm you.”
“Okay,” I say. Imagining myself as a tortoise, I cast aside my imagery of the hare. “So, tell me why dissociation is pertinent to me.”
“Good question, Maria. When you dissociate— “
“Like right now?” I interrupt, pulling my head into my tortoise shell.
Trying not to smile, Brooks says, “Yes, like now. But I’m not just talking about riding Cloud Nine or pulling your tortoise head into your shell. I’m talking about another layer, Maria, a far deeper one. While we’re lying here in the grass, some part of you has stayed behind, and they’re flying.”
Wait a minute, I don’t like where this is going. “Are you saying that by lying here with you, I’m dissociating too? That Cloud Nine is actually a dissociative part of my dissociation?”
Nodding, though I sense the movement more than see it, Brooks says, “Yes, Maria, that’s precisely what I mean.”
Whoa, that takes this to a whole different level. And frankly, that sucks. 
But don’t get defensive, Maria. 
“Okay, I suppose I get that.” And reminding myself I came here for help, I ask, “What am I meant to do with this information?”
Lying back down, Brooks says, “Ah, the good news is dissociation is a skill we can work with in therapy.”
“In therapy?” I repeat, failing to disguise my shock. “As in repeated visits? Are you telling me this isn’t a one-off quick fix?” 
Like she hears this all the time, Brooks says, “No, Maria, it’ll take a little longer than a single session in the middle of a pasture, when you’re tired and distracted by clouds.”
Thinking about how important Brooks is to Delvin, I say, “Okay, so how many sessions will it take?”
“Several,” she informs me, rather than provide a number. “But your progress is up to you, and depends on how hard you’re willing to work.”
“I have to work?” I ask. 
Wishing my body would sink into the ground, so I could explore the underworld like a mole, I say, “No, Brooks. Therapy is about having a conversation, and in my case, being told to stop daydreaming. Which is basically what you’re doing right now, telling me this is inside my head. It’s not, Brooks. Look at the filth on my hands, and the scratches and dents, and my filthy nails.” 
“Maria,” she says, her voice firmer now. “I’m not telling you to stop daydreaming. I’m actually trying to validate your experiences. This world you’ve created is an incredible way for a young child to cope with things that might otherwise have destroyed you.”
I think about the Brighton house, and my family, and the way my memories make me feel. Then I think about my book of fairytales, wishing I could take it to the cubby beneath my stairs one more time, and see how I created this world. I find myself wishing I could travel back in time, just for a moment, but I’m not sure I could cope with reliving the fear. Seeing the monster’s faces was bad enough, but hiding from real faces?
“You have a beautiful mind,” Brooks continues. “And a beautiful world. It’s so complex, and nuanced, and I’m thrilled to be part of it.”
“You like being here?” I ask, not expecting to hear that.
Then, because it hurts so badly to accept support, I look for a problem. “But it feels like you’re telling me therapy will eliminate all this. I can’t imagine living without my insiders.”
How about that for a sharp turnaround? Last August I wanted to leave them behind and now, less than a year later, I’m terrified to lose them. They’ve become so real to me, so very real. “And it feels like you’re saying this is a problem, that it’s my fault.”
“Oh no, Maria, no,” Brooks says, tone making me want to reach out and touch her. “I’m not saying any of this is your fault, or that it’s not real. What I’m saying is Gracie, the Old Mother, and all your insiders, are very real to you, but they’re not real in the outside world. You know that, because they don’t interact with your friends, or your students, or your colleagues.”
“Not true,” I say, clamping my eyelids shut. “I’ve seen Delvin, Marcus, Amelia, and others on the outside multiple times, and I’ve definitely seen Gracie.”
“Yes you have, but if you think about it, you’ll realize they were hallucinations. And the difference between these physical states is more important than you realize. Think about Gracie on the cliffs. You would never have shouted at a real, outside little girl. The only reason you were able to do that is because, deep down, you know she’s a very young part of you.”
“Like my inner child?” I ask, realizing how much Brooks’s words are beginning to make sense. I did treat Gracie badly, and I’d never have done that with a real little girl. I’d have listened to her, held her, taken the child to safety, made sure she was home with her family. But I didn’t. I got angry. That’s not who I am, and it’s certainly not who I want to be. 
“I’m disordered,” I say, like a lightbulb has lit up inside my head. “Don’t worry, Brooks, I’m not about to implode. But I’ve realized this is bigger than simply believing clouds are elephants. What’s it called, Brooks? What do I have?”
Rolling back onto her side, she asks whether I really want to know. When I nod, she says, “Okay, for the purposes of a diagnosis, what you have is called dissociative identity disorder.”
Blinking, I can’t comprehend those words. They’re just words. They don’t describe or define me. Twelve syllables can’t account for the person I am, or the person I’ve become.
Sitting up and wrapping her arms around a pair of very long legs, Brooks angles her body to meet my gaze. “Maria, you’re right, and listen. Everyone can dissociate to some degree. It’s just that some people, like yourself, are much better at it. The disorder stems from a person having to rely on dissociation too often as a child. When that happens, it can become hard to develop a cohesive sense of self, because memories and feelings and sensations are split up between different parts of the mind. Hence the term dissociative identities. This isn’t bad.”
“Oh really,” I say, feeling my defenses giving up on their break. “That’s easy for you to say, because I’m not sure you’ve met the monsters.”
“True,” Brooks says, using a toe to poke my shoulder, “but this can also affect your relationships, and your ability to keep yourself safe. Let’s think about Glen.”
“Do we have to?” I ask, realizing I haven’t thought about him since arriving in the pasture.
Shaking her head, Brooks says, “No, but I think it would help.” 
When I say nothing more, she takes that as permission to proceed, which I suppose it is. “Maria, there are times when you feel uncomfortable around him, but you’ve not been able to put your finger on exactly why. That's because Athena holds the information about how and why he’s unsafe. Does this make sense?”
“Yes,” I say. “And is this why I don’t remember sex? Is that why I’ve despised Athena and that stupid red dress, and why I’ve fucked with her, and literally left her to fuck for me?”
“It’s a little more complicated than that,” Brooks says. “And again, we can get to it, but your inner tortoise knows better than to try that today. Besides, the sun is hovering above the old oak tree, which means you need to return to the cockpit.”
“You can tell that from the sun and a tree?” Realizing this is a ruse, I sit up. “Okay, but before you go, tell me whether you’ve had a chance to meet Gracie.”
“Not yet,” Brooks says, looking deeply into my eyes, like she’s trying to read whether I’m stable or not. “But I will once she arrives. And just so you know, I’m here for all your insiders, Maria. Every single one.”
“Even the guards and the monsters?” I ask begrudgingly. 
Standing, Brooks reaches for my hand. “Especially them,” she says, pulling me up. “Those monsters were created by a child experiencing scary things from frightening people, and if we can help them, their healing will surely help you.”
Wishing I could give Brooks a big hug, I find myself back in the cockpit, studying Paphos Airport’s aeronautical chart. The seat beside me is empty, and I’m not sure whether I’m relieved or disappointed. Not flying beside the smell of burned flesh is a relief. I thought the Old Mother needed to help Archie, but I’m realizing that help needs to come from me. 
“Juliet Bravo,” a voice says through the radio, “you are cleared for a straight in approach, runway two-niner.”
With the airport and the coast to the left of my nose, I start a descending left turn. My goal is to align with the runway at exactly one-thousand feet, using the best approach to avoid additional maneuvers. I’m in the middle of that when something occurs to me. Hoping I’m not about to break a major law of aviation, I press my transmit button. 
“Paphos, this is Juliet Bravo with a question. Do you happen to know a taxi driver by the name of Stavros? Owns a mustard yellow cab, very friendly?”
Releasing the button, I hear a click. “Juliet Bravo, yes, everyone at approach knows Stavros. You wish us to call him?”
“Affirm,” I answer. “Please tell him I’d like to visit the best restaurant in all of Cyprus. He’ll know what I mean.”
“Demetri’s place?” the controller asks, before saying, “One moment, a colleague is asking whether you’re part of the group that helped Demetri refurbish his rooms.”
Laughing out loud, I say, “That’s an affirm, Paphos, though I didn’t do much aside from throw a tantrum, plus a hammer.”
The controller laughs too. “Not what we heard, Juliet Bravo, and we’re on it. We’ll be waving from the tower.”
Well, what do you know? Air traffic controllers at an international airport are about to wave from their tower. And of course, for once in my life, I appear to be totally alone. “What the hell, Delvin,” I say, thinking he’d love this.
Appearing in the seat beside me, Marcus says, “I’ll join you if you like, but can I fly?”
“I don’t know,” I say, grinning at the joke I’m about to make. “Can you?”
“Nah.” Then, with his cockney accent good and strong, he says, “Delvin thinks I’m a shit pilot, but he thinks he’s so important since he went up the mountain with Lawrie. I don’t know why, especially when I had to stay down by the guard shack on my own. I coulda got shot at. But look at you. You’re crazier than a box of frogs, but you’re flying.”
First, I laugh, then a flush of realization turns my skin cold. “Shit, I hadn’t considered that. Do you think maybe I shouldn’t?”
“Be flying?” Shifting, Marcus peers at the ground beneath him. “Probably not the most convenient moment for that question,” 
Deciding he’s right, I focus on running through my downwind checks. After confirming my harness is secure, I ask Marcus whether he’s checked his.
The kid twists his head in dramatic fashion and lowers his chin. “Maria, in case you haven’t noticed, I’m not actually real, meaning I don’t need to wear a harness.”
“Oh, but you are,” I tell him. “The fact that you live inside my mind makes you very real, so strap in, buddy. Safety first.”
Beaming in a way I’ve never seen, the kid pulls the strap around his body. Watching him, I realize how remiss I’ve been in the treatment of my younger insiders, especially Gabby and the two boys. Bobby I was kind to, but, well, let’s just say there’s a lot of work to be done. 
Once Marcus has demonstrated his harness is latched and secure, I say, “Good job,” quickly realizing how American I sound. I also notice that Marcus seems incredibly excited. “Are you really kicking your legs like a little kid?”
“Sure am,” he says, like he’s impersonating John Wayne. “And I’m not gonna stop, ma’am, because I’m excited. Amelia literally just promised she’ll find a way for us to get to America, but a better way. Without Glen.”
“Amelia’s here?” I ask, looking behind me, then remembering there aren’t any rear seats. 
“She sure as heck is, baby doll, so it looks like you’re off to the races again.”
“Not until I put this thing down,” I tell him, determined to have some control over my own stakes. Plus, there’s the waving situation, though I doubt I’ll see the controllers. Still, I want to be here when it happens.
At five hundred feet above ground, I have my landing spot visualized. At three hundred feet, I’m nearing the approach lights. At fifty feet, I’m crossing the runway threshold. When a little wind comes from the ocean, I lower the left wing and add pressure to the right rudder pedal. At the height of a double-decker bus, I round out to slow our descent, and when the airspeed bleeds off and the plane starts to sink, I flare the nose upward. The stall warner blares to announce the wings are about to stop flying, and our main wheels touch down, then our nosewheel.
“Now can Amelia take over?” Marcus asks, still kicking his legs. “Not because you’re a shit pilot, as that was a decent landing, but because I want to talk about America.”
Not seeing any waving controllers, I shrug.
“Gladly, Marcus.”

Opening my eyes, I find my arms wrapped around a sleeping Gracie, with Delvin resting on the carriage seat opposite mine. It’s dark outside, and our progress is loud enough to tell me we’re charging through a tunnel.
“Good morning,” Delvin says, stretching his arms above his head. “That wasn’t the best sleep ever, but should we wake Gracie?”
Not wanting to let the child go, I pull her against my chest. “Let me hold her for a couple more minutes.”
Delvin shifts and looks through the train window. “Time is short, so we ought to talk a little about outside world stuff while she’s sleeping, starting with Glen. He’s going to be pissed, so how will you manage that?”
“Straight to the point,” I say, grinning. “I’ll tell Glen it's over, though I suspect he's already figured that out.”
“And are you hoping to rekindle things with Jake?”
“Rekindle?” I say, laughing and realizing how much my body hurts. “There’s nothing to rekindle, Delvin, you know that.”
“And what about Jayne? Have you ever wondered whether you’re in love with her?”
“What is this, Delvin, a game of twenty questions? Yes, as it happens, I have. I love her very deeply, but I’m not sure what that means. Does my love for her need a label? I don’t think so, and besides, I have a lot of other complications to deal with.”
“Like me and Marcus?” he asks, clearly entertained by the prospect. “Okay, so tell me about your time with Brooks.”
“Delvin, we both know you were listening in, and because you were, you also know you’re a dissociative aspect of me.”
No longer amused, he says, “Which I suppose makes you think you’re more important.”
“Actually, quite the contrary,” I tell him, shocked to realize I’m not lying. “My conversation with Brooks has helped me realize exactly how important you are. Without you, I’m not sure how I’d have survived.” Seeing him beam like Marcus had earlier, I realize I’m on the right track. “Delvin, you show up when I most need you, make me laugh when I’m down. Look what you did while I was running along the flightline, when you pretended to be a knight galloping ahead, urging me forward. Plus, you brought us Brooks. The truth is, you’re really important and though it pains me a little to say it, I love you, and I miss the heck out of you when you’re not around.”
Fidgeting uncomfortably, Delvin checks his watch. When I pretend to look through the window, I notice him wiping his eyes and sniffing. “So, we can keep Brooks then?” he asks, a wobble in his voice.
“Of course we can keep Brooks,” I say, feeling his emotions bleed into mine. 
Delvin looks back at his watch and clears his throat. “So, now we’ve established that, what’s next?” 
Sighing, I say, “I wish we could step away from society for a while. Maybe find a Mediterranean chalet in the hills and surround it with flowers. Something with a view of the landscape, the ocean.”
“I’d like that too,” Delvin says, blowing his nose. “Or maybe even in America. There are some really good therapists in the United States, and I think you, I mean we, should see a real one, don’t you?”
“Probably,” I say, feeling like there’s something he’s not telling me. “But how do you know about mental health support in America?”
Shrugging, he says, “Because I’m smart and educated, obviously.”
“Seriously?” I ask, smiling so Delvin knows I’m teasing. “This coming from the kid who spent much of my schooling dancing around classrooms and prancing over desks. I even remember you watching gymnastics competitions on television, then dancing around with a long ribbon on a stick.”
“Yeah,” he says, laughing now. “That was in physics, and I wrapped the ribbon around the teacher’s neck and tried to strangle her. She was such a mean old witch.” Pausing, he looks through the window and shifts, then wipes his eyes again. “But wherever we go,” he says, voice lower and quieter, like he knows America can only be a dream. “Our little friend, Gracie, wants a cat.”
I tilt my head. “She told you that, did she?”
“Yes, actually.” Sitting up straighter, like he’s feeling better now, Delvin says, “To use her words, it has to be ginger, and very furry, and love Gracie more than anyone else.”
Confident that’s exactly what she said, I say, “Duly Noted.”
When the train starts to slow, my stomach sinks. I’m excited for my insiders, of course I am, but I’m being selfish too. “Gracie,” I say, not wanting to let the child go, “can you wake up? We're nearly there.”
Opening her eyes, Gracie pushes away from my arms and yawns. Looking around the carriage, she says, “Wow, I can’t believe we’re on a train.” Kneeling, she presses her nose against the window, and looks from side to side before dropping back onto my lap. 
“Natalia told me all about trains,” she says, looking from Delvin to me, and back again. “And she told me about tunnels too.”
 Shifting like she’s worried, the little girl snuggles against my chest, and against my heart, where I know she’ll forever leave her mark. 
“Natalia said it’ll be dark and maybe a little bit scary, but not to worry. She said the darkness means I’m getting close to my real home.” Looking into my eyes, like she’s afraid I might say no, Gracie asks, “Was Natalia right?”
“Yes, of course, Gracie,” I say, knowing this precious little girl is about to meet her mother, and her brother. She doesn’t know this yet, but when she does, I’m afraid her memories of me will fade away. The thought of never holding her again, or kissing her hair, or whispering how much I love her, is breaking me more than the flood, or the cave, ever could. 
“That's right,” I say, feeling my chest muscles fighting to remain steady, but failing. “You're going to be with your…”
Seeing I can’t continue, Delvin leans forward and takes Gracie’s hand. “There are lots of people here who are excited to meet you. One especially. He’s a little boy called Bobby. Are you excited to meet him?”
“Is he nice?” she asks, pressing her finger into one of my tears.
Delvin says, “He's the nicest of us all, and he loves chickens. I hope you like them too.”
“Yes,” she says, kneeling and curling her arms around my neck. “And bunny rabbits, but why are you sad?” she asks, kissing my cheek.
“I’m happy,” I manage to say. And I am, I really am, but sometimes happiness hurts more than anything.
Poking another tear, Gracie says, “Natalia cries when she’s happy too, but there’s bad news on the animals.” 
Sitting back down, Gracie folds her arms. “We only have crows up there, and they're all mean. Natalia shows us pictures in books, and I've seen all kinds of animals, like cows, and horses, and goats, and so many things.”
“Well, you are in for one heck of a treat,” Delvin says. “Bobby has seven chickens, and they’re named after the Seven Dwarfs. Do you know about fairytales?”
“Yes,” she says, nodding excitedly, and I think about my own book of fairytales. The one I built this world on, the one my mother decided I was too old for. And though I cried and held onto that book for dear life, her strong hands snatched it away from mine, and she threw it away. 
“Natalia has those kinds of books too,” Gracie continues. “My favorite story is Little Red Riding Hood, who has a red dress like mine.” Looking down, she's surprised to find it covered in dirt. “Oh no, my dress is spoiled,” she says, voice quivering.
Shaking, I try to brush some of the dirt away, but Delvin takes my hand and stops me. “We can wash it,” he says, not letting go. “And soon, you'll have all different color clothes. You'll even be able to choose what to wear.”
Excited by the prospect, Gracie presses her nose back against the window. “Look, I see sunshine,” she shouts, like she’s never seen a blue sky. “Oh no, oh no, we're stopping.” Getting agitated, she says, “Keep going train, keep going.”
“It's okay,” Delvin tells her, over the sound of squealing brakes. “The train stops a little inside the tunnel and we walk into daylight.”
Pointing through the glass, Gracie looks back at me and smiles, “Look, Maria, look,” she says, her tiny finger leaving a smudge. “There are people. Lots and lots of people, and they're all smiling.”
And she’s right, because Lawrie, the Old Mother, Amelia and Iris, Bobby and Athena, are all standing together, and every single face is beaming with pleasure. 
“Are these people all here to see me?” Gracie asks, waving down at the little boy.
Delvin lets go of my hand and reaches for Gracie. “Yes, they're all your family. Can you believe that?”
Laughing, Gracie wraps her fingers around his. “And I get to live with them, forever and ever?”
Delvin nods and lifts her from my knee.
“And Maria is coming with us?” she asks, looking back and reaching for my hand. “Does she get to live with us too?”
“Yes, but only some of the time,” Delvin says, sweeping a hand through Gracie’s hair. “And you'll learn to love her more than anyone, I promise.”
As Delvin carries Gracie to the exit, I try to stand, to follow, to touch this child just one more time. “No, Maria,” he says, looking over his shoulder. “The mission has been accomplished, and you need to go back.”
Watching through the window, I see my insiders hug and kiss Gracie, and admire her dress. When the little girl discovers the cloud of bugs I played with, I find myself yearning to go to her, hear her laugh. But I can’t, I know that. 
The train jolts, and when it reverses its tracks, I see another, very tall person standing inside the tunnel. “We’ve got this,” Brooks says, shouting through the glass. “Get some rest, Maria, you’ve worked hard.”
And finally, knowing the pieces of my mind can one day be repaired, I allow my heart to break.


[bookmark: _heading=h.t7q21ehtrarg]Chapter 20
It’s July, it’s Cyprus, and it’s hot.
Pulling up outside Demetri’s old stone villa, I’m thrilled to see my flowers are surviving the summer drought, meaning Jayne has been watering them in my absence. A strong smell of wet paint suggests the doors and shutters acquired their Mediterranean shade of blue recently. I notice somebody has also painted the old wooden bench Jake found hidden amongst our olive trees.
Turning off my engine, I’m amazed by how much our lives have changed since the day I fled the trooper. First, Jake was medically discharged after falling from an armored vehicle during a training exercise. Then, after much internal debate about my wellbeing, I decided to resign from my job, effective as of today. Most recently, Jayne has concluded she’ll give the Air Force one more year. And while all this was happening, our Paphos friend, Demetri, proposed we start a retreat using property he owns, with a view to providing a little escapism for military families.
“All of which makes you, Jake, and Jayne a throuple,” Delvin says, having appeared beside me. “Admit it, Maria, I’m not wrong.”
Closing the door of my trusty RAV4, I take a few steps toward the villa and lean forward to smell my flowers. They’re deliciously sweet, and I’m hoping our guests will enjoy them when they start coming. 
“For your information, Delvin, being a throuple means three people are having sex with each other.” Running my fingers over a soft white petal, I add, “And as none of us are doing anything with anybody, I’m not sure that term applies.”
“So what, who cares?” Delvin says, poking his finger into another flower. “All that means is you’re a sexless throuple.”
The view over rambling terracotta rooftops is spectacular, with ocean winds sweeping an early afternoon haze away from beaches, sloping fields, and citrus orchards.
“But really,” he continues, “can life get any more boring than being sexless?” 
Inhaling a mixed scent of ocean salt and summer crops, I remind him that Athena needs time to heal. As does he, and everyone else living inside my head.
“And besides, life is far from boring, Delvin. Look at what we have,” I say, though my words sound more like a sigh. “But sometimes, I hate that my happiness had to come at a cost.” 
“Don’t be concerned about Jake’s accident,” Delvin says, knowing what I’m referring to. “Setting this up is exactly what the doctor ordered.” Laughing at his joke, he says, “Get it––what the doctor ordered, with a back injury, like the saying is literal?” When I don’t respond, he says, “Regardless, Maria. I actually like what y’all are doing.”
“Y’all?” I repeat, still adjusting to his and Marcus’s insistence on using Americanisms. 
“Yes, and I especially like that Demetri’s interested in taking our ideas to America.”
Lifting the watering can off a wall-mounted hook, I head for a nearby spigot. I’m glad we have a well, as without it, I’m not sure how we’d keep our plants alive. It last rained during early June, and likely won’t again until September. 
“Delvin, I’m not sure we came up with many ideas, and are you focusing on a southern American accent for a reason?”
“Yes, Maria. Though saying y’all would be considered a dialect, not an accent. For your information, I’m speaking like this because…” Standing on an upturned flower box, he says, “Ladies and gentlemen of the United States of America, I am perfecting my dialect and colloquialisms in order to ingratiate myself amongst you. Hopefully, the ingratiating will happen in the south, where the climate will be like this, and not in the north where the climate is like Britain, because frankly, that climate is shit.”
Shaking my head, I set about watering my flowers. “You really need to put your thesaurus away, Delvin. It’s making you sound like an alien from a distant planet. But tell me, what is the urgency with your accent? Do we have a bunch of Texans arriving any minute?”
After bowing to an imaginary audience, Delvin jumps down from the flower box. “No, Maria. I was talking on the phone to Jake while you were zonked out last week, and Jake’s mom might have found the perfect location for our American Greek village.”
“You were talking to Jake without me?” I ask, knowing I sound snarky. Since apologizing to my insiders for the way I’ve been treating them, I’ve tried to do this less. 
“Yes, and oh crap, look at the time.” Checking his watch, he says, “I promised to help the kids set up an obstacle course. Gotta go. Anyway, I’m excited we won’t have to avoid Glen’s angry face anymore.”
Watering my flowers, I realize he’s right. But I don’t want to think about Glen, not right now. That period of my life is over, and I’m glad I got my documents back. When I consider what might have been…
No, Maria, stop it. You’re free of him.
Confident the flowers will survive another hot afternoon, I stroll around the villa and down to our sun-bleached lawn. On the far side of a cluster of olive trees, Jake and Jayne are leaning into something they’re building, though if their bickering is anything to go by, there’s a chance they’ve nailed themselves into it.
“Good afternoon, dear friends and fellow artistes,” I say, while standing in the shade of a raised bank of bougainvillea bushes. “What are you making?” 
Pulling out an arm and waving it, Jake says, “That’s up for debate. And it depends on whether your girlfriend manages to put the screw in the right hole.”
I hear a thump. “Maria’s not my girlfriend, at least not like that. And don’t speak to me like I’m an idiot. Oh, and while I’m on a mission to correct you, don’t ever tell a lesbian she’s building something wrong. You have the instructions upside down, Jake. See what I mean?”
Pulling out his head, Jake’s smile tells me that despite being corrected, he’s living his best life. “Apparently,” he says, reaching for a glass of water, “it’s more important to work on the chicken house than the villa, so the stove isn't hooked up, meaning we’ll be eating out tonight. Hope that’s okay.”
“Not everything has to be cooked,” Jayne says, extracting her head. “And for the umpteenth time, this is called a chicken coop, not a chicken house.”
“Okay, got it.” Winking at me, Jake says, “And while the chicken hutch isn’t complete…”
“For fuck’s sake, Jake, It’s a coop.”
Tugging a towel from an olive branch, she uses it to whip his ribs, then says, “More importantly—Maria, how was your last day of school?”
“Very emotional,” I say. “Young David gave me a box of chocolates with a card, inviting me to race down the slopes next winter. I told him I’d be back to substitute for sick teachers from time to time, but still, we both cried.”
“Ah, giving you a gift is a really sweet thought,” Jayne says, offering me a sweaty hug. “Though I hope it wasn’t a box of critters.”
She’s heard stories about the cockroaches, scorpions, and even the snake David brought into school. Realizing I haven’t opened his gift yet, I say, “Actually, I hadn’t thought of that. I ought to get the box from my car. I wouldn’t put it past him to remove the chocolates and replace them with spiders.”
“Good idea,” Jake says, taking the towel from Jayne and using it to wipe his face. “And assuming they really are chocolates, and haven’t melted in this heat, share them all with me. Jayne is a tyrant, and the woman hasn’t let me catch my breath all day.”
Speaking over my shoulder, I say, “Oh, you poor thing, but don’t eat them all. Frankie and Cliff will be here in an hour or so, and knowing them, they’ll want to dine early.”
Jayne bounds up the steps behind me. “Maria, I’ve had an idea. Why don’t we stroll into the village and buy some picnic supplies? We could lay out a few blankets, drink a little wine, and nobody would need to drive home.”
“Where would Frankie and Cliff sleep?” I ask, pulling the gift from my car and rattling it. 
“We’ve done a lot inside, Maria. You haven’t been here over the last week, remember?”
Nodding, I feel bad about my lack of availability, but the last few days of each school year are ridiculously busy. And because I was leaving, I had endless amounts of paperwork to prepare for my replacement. I also needed to empty my office, and I’ve spent previous evenings packing up my room. That’s largely why Frankie and Cliff are headed this way tonight. They’re bringing my stuff, what little there is. 
“I think that would be wonderful,” I say, checking the sealed plastic wrap. “Should I be scared?”
“Having met David and heard your stories, I think you’d do well to be terrified. In fact, I’d just surrender the box to Jake, then if it really contains something edible, we’ll accost him and take it back.”

Fortunately, the box’s contents turn out to be slightly melted chocolates. 
“Let’s go sit in the shade,” Jake says, mouth stuffed so full he resembles a chipmunk. 
Biting a chocolate in half before fully committing to eating it, I nod. 
Jayne leads the way up to a porch shaded by a vine-woven pagoda, where wooden rockers have been placed. I don’t know whether it’s a sound, or the smell, or the rockers that trigger me, but my head feels dizzier than it has in a while. “Can you give me a minute?” I ask, dropping into the nearest seat.
Jayne pushes Jake off the porch with instructions to continue working on the chicken coop. “Would you like some space?” she asks, touching my shoulder. 
Nodding, I’m glad I told her about my inside world, and my insiders, and how they like to invade my space at the most inconvenient times. I’m also glad she took it well, because the outside world around me is fading, and without any drama, I’m back on the Old Mother’s porch. 
Little Bobby is walking around her garden, seven chickens pecking grass far lusher than our Cypriot lawn. Gracie is with him, and together, the children appear to be creating an assault course using kitchen equipment. 
“Good afternoon, Maria,” the Old Mother says, Russian accent as strong as ever. 
Sitting very comfortably in her rocker, she’s holding a circle of fabric in her left hand and a needle in her right, though she’s watching the children. 
Archie, of all people, is seated beside her. It’s clear the salve treatment we cooked up has really started helping his skin. The man’s smell appears to have disappeared too, and he’s even able to smile. Okay, so it’s an enigmatic, not-really-there kind of smile, but watching the children, I see it in his eyes if nothing else.
Taking a peek at the Old Mother’s needlecraft, I see she’s working on her future home, though judging by the proliferation of oversized flowers, it appears to have taken on a very Mediterranean flavor. 
“I’ve barely had a chance to speak with you,” I say. “Not since the cave’s implosion, which I’m curious about. On the one hand, you frightened me senseless, but more often, you’re like this––a kind-hearted grandmother. So, who are you?”
Pushing her needle through the fabric, she says, “I’m one of your insiders Maria, which should explain all that needs explaining.”
Shrugging, I realize that makes sense. Kind of, I suppose. 
The front door bangs open. “I think this is exactly what we need,” Delvin says, emerging from the house with a large cooking pot. Seeing me, he says, “Hello again. Taking a break from the real world?”
“Why do you have my pot?” the Old Mother asks. 
“Naturally, the chickens have to have something to jump out of.”
Telling Delvin where to place the pot, Bobby instructs Gracie to stand at the end of the course. “When I let a chicken go,” he says, “you have to call her name really loud, and sound encouraging, got it?”
Wearing her red dress, which is now clean, Gracie nods, then kneels where Bobby tells her. 
“Okay, we’ll start with Bashful,” the boy says, “because she’ll bash everything over and it’ll be funny.”
Bobby places Bashful in the cooking pot. When he covers it with his hands, Delvin starts giggling. “Stop it,” the Old Mother says, though she’s laughing too. 
Slow on the uptake, I see the irony and start giggling alongside them. Hearing our commotion, Athena emerges from the house and after taking one look, calls Brooks out too. 
“Ready, set, go,” Bobby says, opening his hands. 
Bashful leaps from the pot and true to her name, bashes over a cheese grater and a large metal sieve, then runs beneath a lid suspended between two pots. By the time she reaches the next obstacle, I’m no longer watching the chicken. I’m watching the joy on Athena’s face, seeing the light in her eyes and the smile on her lips. It’s like time is moving in slow motion, and while I watch with fascination, Brooks turns to look at Athena too. 
In turning to enjoy the end of Bobby’s chicken race, time speeds back up and I realize I’m no longer within my inside world. 
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Jayne asks, seeing I’ve become more alert.
“Yes,” I say, though it quickly becomes apparent some of my insiders have followed me here. 
The kitchen equipment has disappeared, and the chickens have also, but Bobby and Gracie are too distracted by Jake’s progress on the chicken coop to care. The Old Mother and Archie are seated in outside world rockers, and Delvin is poking at more flowers. Brooks and Athena have returned inside, though whether that means they’re inside the Old Mother’s house or within this villa, I can’t begin to guess.
“I believe I just dissociated for a while,” I continue, liking that I have a name for my experiences, and that Jayne knows its name too. Of course, the fact that my insiders followed me begs the question, am I dissociating on the outside too? I make a mental note to ask Brooks if she reappears.
Meanwhile, Marcus has shown up, and he and Delvin are fighting over the last remaining rocker. Delvin wins, and after pulling a face at Marcus, he folds his arms and stares at me. 
“Okay, Delvin,” I say aloud, “why are you looking at me like that?”
Delvin’s eyes fly open, and he looks at Jayne. 
Realizing the mistake I’ve just made, mine fly open too. 
“Oh, is Delvin here?” Jayne asks, as though her friend talking to a phantom is a perfectly normal situation. 
Hands sweating, I say, “Yes, actually he is.”
Picking up her phone from a table, Jayne kneels beside me and opens her call history. “Great, then can you tell him an American called Brooks called? I wasn’t able to tell whether they’re a man or a woman, and I didn’t like to ask, but they have my number listed as Delvin’s.”
“Oops,” Delvin says, standing and sidling toward the steps.  
“Brooks called you?” I ask Jayne, though I’m watching Delvin like a hawk.
Holding up her phone, she says yes. “At exactly 11.04 am, from a university in Nicosia. How about I give you some privacy to call back?”
Rising from her knees, she hands me the phone and disappears down the lawn to join Jake. 
“Surprise,” Delvin says, waving his splayed fingers in the air. “But let’s be honest, Maria. You never actually asked whether Brooks is really real, like Pinocchio gets to be.”
“Because the thought never occurred to me,” I say, watching him run. “Come back here, you little shit.”
“Can you believe that character?” the Old Mother asks.
“If you’re talking about Delvin going rogue, then no. I can’t believe this at all, but where’d he go?” 
“He’s hiding,” Archie says, his voice nowhere near as gravelly as it sounded when he emerged from the ocean mist. “But I guarantee he’s listening.”
“No, I am not,” a voice shouts from the direction of our bougainvillea.
After sighing heavily, the Old Mother says, “Maria, I know you’re shocked, but Delvin has been trying to tell you about Brooks for weeks. Possibly for several months, but he’s been so scared.”
“He was scared?” I ask, thinking my promises to do better must have failed. “What kind of a tyrant am I?”
The Old Mother puts down her sewing. 
“Maria, you are not a tyrant, but you need to understand Delvin did a huge amount of research to find help. Before we even arrived in Cyprus, he called doctors and therapists, where very few people spoke English. He learned about an American therapist advising others at a university in Nicosia, and after a group of us talked over dinner, he contacted her. She’s trauma trained and experienced, and has been working with us ever since.”
“Us, as in all of you?” I ask, thinking about how easily I’ve seen Brooks moving amongst my insiders. “For how long?” 
“Since not long after we arrived,” Delvin shouts, his voice traveling from behind the bushes. 
“Since August, or September?” I shout back. “Are you kidding me? For ten months?”
When he doesn’t answer, I wonder whether I ought to call Brooks back, and if I do, whether I should admit I know nothing about going to therapy. Heck, I don’t even know where her office is, or how often I’ve been going. I know nothing. 
“Exactly the problem,” the Old Mother says. 
“And yes, you should call her,” Delvin shouts. “Because apparently, Brooks is going back to America with her girlfriend in a few months, and I said we’re all going there too.”
What in the world? “Where in America, Delvin?” I ask, thinking about Demetri’s hope to expand overseas, and the boys’ southern accents. “Texas, Alabama, Louisiana? Where, for fuck’s sake?” 
“Nashville, Tennessee, which happens to be where Jake’s mom is from.”
 Picking up her sewing, the Old Mother says, “Serendipitous, don’t you think?”
Dropping the phone into my lap, I decide the call can wait. 
Sometimes, I need a moment.
A very long moment. 
And other times, I just need to laugh.
When I do, and Delvin hears me, he emerges from behind the bushes, a broad beaming smile lighting up his face. “So, does this mean I’m not in trouble?” he asks, kneeling to run his hand through Gracie’s hair. “And that we can go to America?”
Shaking my head, I say, “One step at a time, buddy. One step at a time.”
“She didn’t say no,” he tells Little Bobby.
When the phone in my lap starts to ring, I pick it up and look at the screen. 
“Is it a Nicosia number?” Delvin asks, excitedly. Seeing my expression, he picks up Gracie and Bobby and grins. “And so it begins,” he says, dancing over the grass and between olive trees.
I press the green button and lift the phone to my ear. 
“Hello, is this Maria?” a familiar voice asks. 
“Hi Brooks,” I answer. “You’re real.”















