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Dedication

For Bill Clegg who makes it possible





Epigraph

Time is a game played beautifully by children.

—Heraclitus

None of the dead come back. But some stay.

—Unknown, often attributed to St. John the Divine
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Prologue

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I told you—”

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

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

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

“Charlie,” Raina said.

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

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

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

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

“He’s not going to come,” she moaned.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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





Chapter 1

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I HAVE NO plan but this one.

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

I shouldn’t be here. In
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About the Author

Christopher Bollen on What It Takes to Write Novels

Written by T. Cole Rachel and originally published on The Creative Independent.

You just published your third novel. Having already written two books, was it easier this time around?

Yeah, so much easier, but also harder in the test I set for myself. I always try to put myself in uncomfortable positions at the beginning. In this instance, I was so unused to writing in the first person that it was a challenge. I’m such a brain hopper as a writer. I like to write in third person. It was hard for me to stay in one person’s head the whole time. It was claustrophobic and I didn’t particularly like the character as I was writing him. In the end, I actually did like him, but for about half the book I kept thinking of ways to kill him off, but it’s really hard to kill your first-person protagonist.

In other ways, it was so much easier to write. I feel like people say this all the time, that every time you write a novel it’s like you’ve never written one before. I might find the fourth one is extremely painful and difficult, but from where I stand after writing this third one, I can say that it became a little less painful. It was still very hard, but I had the confidence of the first two novels to help propel me. What I felt more confident about this time, strangely enough, was that I didn’t feel the pressing need that I did with the first book—and a little bit even with the second one—of putting my heart and soul into every line. That doesn’t mean that I didn’t work very hard on every sentence, I just realized that you don’t necessarily always need to include little bits of your heart or your obsessions. It doesn’t have to be so desperately personal.

All the characters don’t have to be personal reflections of me. I don’t have to see every thought they have as a reflection of my thoughts about the world. In a way, it’s such a freedom. You realize that this isn’t really about you necessarily. It has a lot to do with me, obviously, and there’s a lot of me in the book, but it doesn’t have to be some declaration of my inner psyche. Once I got rid of that, this rather narcissistic idea of writing, it was so much easier to control and see ahead and understand what had to happen and how it could happen best and how best to articulate it. That was a relief. As much as I love my first book, Lightning People, it is a novel in crisis in a lot of ways. It suffers from first novel syndrome, which is that you never think you’re going to write another novel, so you literally try and put every thought you’ve ever had into one book. There are literally five novels in that one book that want to become something else, all tugging in different directions.

You have a day job as a magazine editor, which obviously keeps you busy. What has been your strategy for carving out a time for your personal work?

A wise person told me that it’s foolish to think that you can’t write a novel if you have a full-time job. That was reassuring, because I do have other jobs. It makes it much more difficult, certainly. I find now that I’m getting a little older that it is a little bit harder, whereas if you had asked me this even five years ago, I would have said, “Oh, you find the time. You rush home from work and then you sit in front of your computer for five hours. You eat dinner right before bed and you get up and do it again.” I find now that it is a little bit harder to keep that rate up of productivity. I think that’s why people shift to the morning hours when they have jobs, or other obligations, because at least you’re fresh in the morning. I can’t write at night at all anymore.

Time and energy are the most difficult things to maintain. That’s also probably why there are a lot of people who write first novels and then never write another one—there’s a huge, dramatic drop-off with second novels. It’s really hard to keep it up. I used to smoke cigarettes while writing, which was really wonderful fuel for me. It staved off the creeping boredom that comes in while writing. It’s like a constant carrot. But then at a certain point you look up and you realize that you’re forty and you don’t want to die by fifty of lung cancer, so I had to stop. Now I just chew on pens . . . or an actual carrot.

You have to be a certain kind of person to write a novel. It’s sort of a demented and warped way of living. On beautiful days when your boyfriend or girlfriend wants to go outside to a park, you have to shut the door in their face and sit down, now without cigarettes, and just type away at something.

Do you ever work in a quota-based way? I often hear writers say things like, “I’ll do four pages a day and when I’m satisfied with what I’ve done, I can stop.”

I’m really scene based, so I kind of get into it until the scene is done. I try to get to a certain point based on the paragraph. Not a paragraph break necessarily, but a scene break. Everything sort of moves toward getting to that end point where it can stop. That’s how I think of it. That feels like a manageable amount of thought.

Your last two novels center around knotty, complicated mysteries. I know a lot of novelists and screenwriters who work from detailed outlines, having sort of worked out all the plot points in advance. Were these books figured out in that way?

Not at all. I totally made it up as I went along. I feel like it seems too blueprinty if you’re writing from a strict outline. It feels like assembling IKEA shelves. You don’t want to end up with an IKEA shelf. You want some crazy, baroque chair that was carved slowly and maybe the arms don’t match. I always have an idea of where I want it to end. I don’t know how to get it there exactly, but I know that it goes there. That’s why I think thinking scene by scene is good. It’s like sailing. You can see the coastline, but you have to figure out how exactly to get there using whatever you might have on the boat with you. So I don’t use an outline. I’ve been lucky, because the fear is that you’ll go so far into a story and then realize you have no way out. It’s a real fear. It’s a fear with these kind of books, because you have to solve them. You create this puzzle—this mystery—and then you have to solve it.

How do you know when something isn’t working? How do you know when it’s time to just throw something away?

Never. I’m a hoarder. I never throw anything away.

So it’s a process of tinkering with it until you figure out a way to make it work?

Yeah. For sure. I feel like I’m not very confident about very many things, but I’m always confident with my initial ideas. I can steer it the wrong way and sometimes have to backtrack, but I always feel like the beginning has to be solid in order for the book to be good, so I work really hard on the first chapter, nailing it. That usually comes really quickly, but I just want it to be solid. I want to believe in it from the get-go.

How do you nourish your creative self in between books? Is it just a process of turning your mind off and watching a lot of movies and not thinking or reading a lot of books and doing the things that you can’t do when you’re also writing a book?

Reading books is very helpful. For me, travel is a humongous boon. Wherever I go, I suddenly have a book in me. A lot of those books don’t get written, of course, but it’s fun to think about. I went to Acapulco recently for the first time and immediately had like eight scenes in my head. That book will probably never be written—and maybe it shouldn’t be—but you never know. I’m so stuck on writing about Italy right now that I kind of canceled out any other locations. I wrote a book set in New York, then a book set in Long Island, followed by a book set in Greece. I want to keep traveling in the books. It’s so much fun to write about. [image: ]





About the Book

No Man an Island: Christopher Bollen on the “Bodily” Thriller

A conversation with Amy Gall. This interview originally appeared in The Barnes & Noble Review (barnesandnoble.com/review).

All of us can fall into some very odd Google holes when we can’t sleep. But for author Christopher Bollen, his insomnia-fueled searches actually became the foundation for his most recent thriller, The Destroyers. “Be it murder or parasailing accidents, I will read about how people found their end on resort islands, forever,” he admits. “It’s fascinating what kind of trouble people wander into while they’re supposed to be having the time of their lives.”

I spoke with Christopher in an outdoor cafe in SoHo on one of those warm and, dare I say it, Patmosesque summer days, about the challenges and joys of genre writing, navigating desire in male friendships, and of course, the apocalypse.

The Barnes & Noble Review: What about the mystery/thriller genre is interesting to you? Do you feel like that genre accurately describes the worlds you are writing in?

Christopher Bollen: The way that I went from reading as a child to reading as an adult was purely through Agatha Christie. In fifth grade, I remember discovering her books and becoming completely obsessed to the point where my teacher actually told me to stop reading in class. At one point, we had to make a quilt of one of our heroes, and I chose Agatha Christie. The way that a child might love horses or dogs was how I loved Miss Marple.

But I never intended to write mysteries as an adult. I was initially only thinking about the literary, agonizing sagas one writes in their early twenties. In the first novel I wrote, Lightning People, there is a murder, but it’s not a mystery. Orient, my second novel, was my first murder mystery proper. The hardest part of writing a murder mystery was giving myself permission to write a murder mystery. I was still under the impression that murder mysteries were too genre-y. But then I thought, “That’s absurd, go where the water is warm.” The Destroyers is not so much focused on a murder, though there are murders, but it is a thriller. I never want to write a whodunit again. You feel so much pressure to keep so many different story lines going at the same time and not reveal your cards.

BNR: What was so impressive to me about The Destroyers was how you managed to render literally dozens of full and complicated characters.

CB: I’m glad you said that, because I feel like I write from place and character. Characters are so important to me, and I think as soon as you start saying “genre” people imagine these cardboard cutouts who come in purely in service of the plot. I never want to do that. But I am naturally drawn to that genre and to the feeling of suspense or dread, and to those sensations in writing, to the point where I worry that it will be hard for me to withdraw from mystery/thrillers.

BNR: When you were writing did you feel that fear in your body? Or was it a different kind of fear?

CB: [Laughs] Right, well there’s always that absolute horror and dread that you’re failing miserably with your writing, but in The Destroyers, there were scenes that were frightening to write. I wouldn’t say I felt the fear of those scenes, but I felt that tingling sense that I was creating something weird, and that’s always a good place to be in. As soon as you’re bored of your own sections, you know the reader is going to be much more bored than you. I really write best from a feeling of momentum, and I think thrillers are like a built-in engine.

BNR: What was your interest in locating The Destroyers in Greece?

CB: I’d written two books about New York and about people who were really unsatisfied and moping. I wanted to write a book about people in the sun. People who weren’t wearing a lot of clothes and were swimming all day. I had just been in Patmos for the first time because I was really interested in the Book of Revelation as a kid. Patmos was a place that seemed infinitely fascinating, because it had the Cave of the Apocalypse and these rich Europeans and hippie backpackers, but it wasn’t like Mykonos, which is just a party island. So for me, it pressed all the right buttons.

But I had a really hard time with the book at first because I had never written in first person. I’m used to brain hopping because I get really bored with one character. And at first, I hated Ian [the narrator] and wanted to kill him. He’s really judgmental, especially in the way he sizes people up. But the reason I wanted to do first person is it allows you to really take on the perspective of an outsider coming to this island for the first time and knowing as little as the audience knows. When you’re on vacation, especially in a foreign country, you’re pampered but you’re so vulnerable. You don’t know where anything is, you might not even know how to call the police. I needed to stick with that perspective in order for the book to work.

BNR: Once you decided it was going to be based in Patmos, what was the research process like?

CB: I had never written about rich people before this book and I don’t come from wealth, but, like anyone in New York, I have friends who are from a lot of money and they fascinated me, the way in which an ecosystem develops around their wealth, and I have a sense that I can rely on them if something goes awry but also never mention that they’re wealthy. So Greece seemed like a great place to explore that fascination, because it has all of these people running around with a lot of money.

If you go before August, people are much more open to talking to outsiders, because by August they are just super bored with the glut of tourists. So at some point early in the summer during one of my trips there, I met this billionaire Italian who said he was “in finance”—whatever that meant—and I needed to know for the book if they checked your passport if you came by yacht from Greece to Turkey and vice versa. So I brought it up with this Italian man and he was just like, “Let’s take my boat to Bodrum and we’ll see.” So we sailed to Bodrum [in Turkey] the next day on his megayacht and sure enough, if you sail somewhere in a luxury boat, they don’t check at all.

BNR: How did you decide to include the refugee crisis in the book?

CB: The refugee crisis happened the last time I went to Patmos, at the same time Greece was in peril of bankruptcy and was about to leave the Eurozone, and cash machines had stopped working. When all of that happened, I stopped writing for a short time. I had such a hard time deciding how much of current politics I wanted to put in the book. I think there’s this idea with Trump where people think that books have to change and we have to write to this new time, and of course the danger of that is that books will be dated very quickly.

BNR: Although, including the refugee crisis feels really appropriate because we’ve reached a crisis point in capitalism and globalized labor and climate change such that a massive shift of populations will be happening for decades, if not longer.

CB: It’s like the death-of-the-planet time or the saving-of-the-planet time. It’s funny, I started writing the book in 2014 during the Obama administration, and I remember thinking “Oof, writing a book about rich people with inherited wealth feels so out of touch with the moment.” But it just wandered backward into being really relevant. And now the word apocalypse comes out of people’s mouths on a daily basis.

BNR: You mentioned that you were obsessed with the Book of Revelation as a kid. What was your relationship to the Bible, given that it’s threaded through much of The Destroyers?

CB: I am not a practicing Catholic anymore and I try not to think about God, but I must seem like a religious fanatic, because religious themes keep creeping into all that I write, so maybe subconsciously, I am having a conflict with faith. Being Catholic had a huge influence on me in terms of how I think about morality — which I think came from having been forced to sit in two Masses a week from the age of seven to eighteen.

The Book of Revelation is actually much more popular in Protestantism than it is in Catholicism. I don’t think Catholics celebrate the end in the same way. We believe in heaven, but I don’t think there’s as much joy in the idea that people will be suffering while we’re lifted up. Catholics are ultimately a little bit sketchy and they know it. Because we — and here I go saying “we” like I’m still in the Church — have confession, so that we can wipe the slate clean. But that book always fascinated me.

I went to an all-boys Jesuit high school, and I took a class on the Book of Revelation where we read every chapter and then illustrated it. I still have the drawings somewhere of like, a woman on a seven-headed bull drinking wine, topless, and I hope that someone doesn’t find them because they will think I’m insane. But that book is so interesting because it became the template for how we conceive of destruction. The Four Horsemen and 666 and the Beast with Seven Heads and the Whore of Babylon, all of these characters are still so a part of our belief system about what the end of the world is like. And I like bringing the charge and fear of Armageddon to the book, because we all share in that fear.

BNR: I know that Charlie and Ian are straight, but did you feel like there was some sexual tension between them?

CB: Oh, totally. At first I wanted to make Ian gay, but then I was worried it would be too much like The Talented Mr. Ripley, even though I think Tom Ripley is a sociopath, not a gay man. I think there is something sexual and intimate between all men in friendships. There is a lot of noticing the body. I wouldn’t say there’s a heavy sexual dimension to all of my relationships with men, but there are moments of touching and noticing and momentary feelings of arousal. I wonder why it’s not mentioned more on the page. And again, I really was just interested in making things more bodily in this book. I often wonder if a reason why there are a lot of depressed people in novels is because the writer is just sitting in a room alone for hours on end.

I remember in Lightning People, my first novel, I had a male main character who is straight and had a lot of problems, and I remember I wanted to make him also have a gay experience. The editor and everyone else who read it felt like it was too much turbulence to have happen to him. At the time I agreed, but now I look back and think it was a missed opportunity. I think you can have all these little lives in a life, and an experience like that doesn’t have to become a big plot point or a thesis statement on sexuality.

I’m working on a new novel set in Venice, and I want to make the main characters gay and also thieves. There’s a history of turning a gay character into a criminal and then of redeeming them and bringing them back into mainstream society. But nowadays it seems like you have to write gay characters as if they are almost these shiny volunteers of humanity. And I want to try to make a gay character who is dark without being depressing and without returning to criminalizing gay people.

BNR: I think you can write a queer person as a character without making their sexuality or the morality of their sexuality the main focus. But I also think it’s still very relevant to consider all the ways in which being a thief as a queer person would show up for a queer person. I always feel like I’m stealing something.

CB: [Laughs] Yes, that there’s been a crime and I’m about to be thrown in jail. Which we very well could be, one day. [image: ]
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Christopher Bollen’s Book Notes Music Playlist for The Destroyers

This article first appeared on the Largehearted Boy blog.

In the Book Notes series, authors create and discuss a music playlist that relates in some way to their recently published book.

I often treat music like uppers or downers. Songs get me into moods faster than anything else I know. I don’t listen to music when I write, but I do before and after. I set my new novel, The Destroyers, a literary thriller, on the Greek island of Patmos. I wrote it entirely from my desk in New York, so I often relied on music and sounds to conjure memories of my Greek research trips to get me in the mood for certain scenes—whether they be on beaches, on boats, under the sun, or even in very dark scenarios (that were still occasionally under the sun). I’m not the type of traveller who reaches for his earphones and replays his own overly familiar music during a trip. I like to use vacations as an opportunity to listen to what is going on around me—and often that is strange or unfamiliar songs. The songs below, however, are quite familiar. They constitute a spree of emotions, tempers, and attitudes—the sonic rollercoaster—of The Destroyers.

“Grape Juice Plus” by Cupid Car Club

Yes, I know this song also appeared on my playlist for my first novel, 2011’s Lightning People. But it’s the perfect song to open The Destroyers. After all, my novel is set on Patmos, famous for serving as the far-flung Greek island where, in A.D. 95, St. John wrote the Book of Revelation (and where you can still visit his purported writing room, the Cave of the Apocalypse). “Grape Juice Plus” repeatedly lifts the key image of the Apocalypse from Revelation—the Four Horsemen—for this frenzied ode to annihilation, almost treating the end of the world like a child’s game. In my novel, I have a creepy cult of end-of-the-world worshippers camping out on the beaches of Patmos who have similarly consumed the grape-juice Kool-Aid.

“Prostitutes in Town” by Holiday

When I first moved to New York in 1996, I discovered this wondrously upbeat-yet-melancholic song by the short-lived cult indie band. For some reason, this song has always stayed in my head. Its sea theme—a boat captain who won’t retire, with the suggestion that he’s docked in port so his shipmates can have a wild night with local prostitutes—points toward the strange relationship between boats and ports, between those who live on the sea and those fixed on dry land.

“My Kingdom” by Echo and the Bunnymen

You can’t spend time in Greece—and especially not on a remote Greek Island in the Aegean Sea—without feeling that you are communing with ancient civilizations and the beginnings and ends of time. “My Kingdom” is one of those rare songs that seem to contain the loudness and largeness and anthem-like roar of a civilization, whether modern or ancient. There’s a frantic excitement—almost a panic—to its buildup that really feels like a conquering army.

“Althea” by the Grateful Dead

I couldn’t resist giving one of my main characters the middle name Althea. I did that not only because I am a lifelong listener of the Grateful Dead, but because, for a lot of us, the Dead might be the closest secular notion we have to a homegrown cult. But the song also works as shorthand for the plot of my novel: It’s about a bumbling protagonist who can’t seem to get out of his own way and slowly realizes that he’s the cause of much of his own trouble.

Anything Franz Schubert (but start with Piano Sonata no. 21, D. 960)

Lately, I can’t stop buying Schubert albums on vinyl or listening to Schubert as music to start the day or close down the night. I’m Schubert obsessed—especially with his piano works, and especially his last sonatas. It’s all there, the hope, the loneliness, the pain, the bursts and flows. It’s epic in the way the sea itself is epic.

“Paper Planes” by M.I.A.

Money, that’s what so much comes down to. This is a great song about hustling. I always try to figure out the motives of my characters—what exactly do they want? For The Destroyers, that question was relatively easy to answer for the majority of them. It was money. And lots of it. And there is something so refreshingly perverse about a singer chanting, “All I want to do is take your money.” It’s the song of an era. Our era.

Algerian Berber music (The Sad Exiles)

The summer before I first visited the island of Patmos, I went to the Greek island of Hydra. Hydra is known for being Leonard Cohen’s island. But when I stayed at a friend’s house high up in the mountains and discovered a CD of traditional Algerian Berber music, it instantly became my soundtrack for Greek island sunsets. There’s a sense of desert wandering and plaintive calling that’s ideal for the region.

“Do I Ever Cross Your Mind” by Dolly Parton

This sweet, little tune is all about complicated longing: about wondering if those people who once meant so much still ever think of you. When my narrator is down-and-out and looking for help, he heads right for those old friends who knew him best. But those old friends always turn out to have changed drastically from when you last saw them.

“Song to the Siren” by This Mortal Coil

I often tell people that I want this Tim Buckley cover played at my funeral (it feels good getting that down in writing). For my Greek island novel, I need a siren song—the beautiful sirens luring sailors to ruin on their rocks.

“Panama” by Van Halen

I can’t say this is my favorite Van Halen song (I can’t say that I have a favorite Van Halen song). But there is one chapter in my book set in the country of Panama, and Van Halen’s loud, crowded, berserk hit captures the energy and confusion of that section—a counter to Greece’s far more minimalist beauty.

“New Morning” by Nick Cave

I hope it isn’t all doom and darkness for my protagonist, Ian Bledsoe. There are a few sunbursts of hope and possibility in the pages. This song by Nick Cave sums up that rocky road to redemption (with a few nods to Book of Revelation imagery in his lyrics). It does end with a new morning, which is the most any of us can ask for.
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