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IT WASN’T THE BROKEN plate that smashed everything.

No, those fault lines had been running through us and between us from the very beginning. Tearing us apart, even when it felt like they were pulling us together. Their tremors had been with us from the start, threatening our foundations. The signs had been plain to see, if we had cared to look. But we had been willfully blind to the signals, taking the seismic foreshocks as evidence of rising passion, not an oncoming tidal wave.

“Erin’s missing,” Alex said.

He was frowning as he said it, a sharp crease between his eyebrows. Normally Alex Miller, my almost-fiancé, looked a good ten years younger than his actual age of thirty-nine. His face was thin and, when he was happy, boyishly expressive, with hazel eyes full of that light of intelligence that’s more attractive than mere good looks. 

But right now worry was adding lines to his face, and that light of intelligence was turned away from me, along with his eyes. Not because he was afraid of how I might react to yet another conversation about his ex-girlfriend who was back in his life in a bigger and bigger way. Because he was much more concerned about Erin than he was about me. At least, that’s how it felt.

“How long’s she been gone?” I asked.

I was proud of how calm my voice was. I thought I sounded sympathetic and supportive, not at all like a woman on the verge of screaming and throwing crockery at the person I had convinced myself I wanted to spend the rest of my life with.

“She didn’t show up at work this morning,” Alex said. “And she hasn’t answered her phone all day.”

“Doesn’t she go AWOL pretty regularly?” I was pretty sure I managed to keep my voice warm, sympathetic, and non-judgmental. But it was hard.

Alex had started a hot and very heavy affair with Erin Carver when they had been serving together in the Navy. It had been, I had gathered, one of those lightning-strike, once-in-a-lifetime loves. Or it least it had been for him. I had originally thought it had been for her, too. But the more I watched her, the less I thought she had ever actually loved him. After spending a summer seeing her interact with him on a regular basis, I was starting to suspect that she had always just been using him as a shield to hide from her own problems.

My suspicions were strengthened by the fact that their great love had collapsed under the weight of Erin’s extreme, deep-seated fucked-upness. This had caused her to drink, sleep around, and disappear for weeks at a time. During my more judgmental moods, I thought that this was not how you treated someone you really loved. They shouldn’t be just another drug that you used to dull the pain. Or perhaps for someone like Erin, the drugs you used to dull the pain were what you loved most in life. You still used them, though, and then threw them away when you were done with them.

Erin wasn’t quite ready to throw Alex away yet, though. Or maybe there was still some tie between them they couldn’t break, possibly a karmic one. After cutting off all contact with each other for years, they had both ended up at the DLI, the Defense Language Institute in Monterey, California, and were now working together closely. I liked to tell myself it didn’t bother me. More and more, I was realizing I was lying.

Under other circumstances it could have been okay. Alex and Erin had broken up a long time before he and I had gotten together, while we had both been adjuncting in New Jersey. Our relationship had continued when I’d moved first to North Carolina, then back to my alma mater Indiana University, and then to Georgia, in pursuit of contingent faculty jobs, and he’d taken a job teaching Arabic at the DLI. Now I was spending the summer with him in Monterey teaching an intensive Russian course at the nearby civilian institute. Everything should have been hunky-dory. 

Or so I was trying to tell myself. Alex was very demonstrably with me now, and Erin was with someone else too, another ex-servicemember named Frank McAvoy who’d taken a shine to her when all three of them had been in Iraq, and had taken his chance when they’d both ended up in Northern California. 

We’d all tried to act like two normal couples who had a lot in common and enjoyed spending time together. Frank was now with the FBI and had offered to try and help me get a job there myself. Then I could leave my precarious job in Georgia, maybe move out to Northern California with Alex, and all four of us could live in peace and harmony and happily ever after.

The problem was, Alex and I both disliked Frank. I kind of suspected Erin did too, she was just even better at lying to herself than I was. Or maybe she just didn’t know how to be with someone she really loved. Maybe she’d never really loved someone at all. Maybe she wasn’t capable of it. Or maybe she had an even more tragic backstory than I knew. To my critical eyes, that didn’t make her any less of a user.

In any case, Alex and Erin’s hot and heavy affair was still casting long shadows over both of them. And then, this past May, Frank had shot Erin.

The story was that it was a stupid accident. They’d been doing some target practice together. Somehow, he’d accidentally fired a loaded handgun into her left side at point-blank range.

Fortunately, it had missed everything vital. Her heart and lungs were fine. So, she’d told me in one of the weirdly intimate conversations we’d been having recently, was her left breast. There had been some concern there would be permanent scarring and distortion. But everything was healing up nicely. She’d lifted up her shirt and shown me before I could stop her.

“This is different,” Alex said, interrupting unwelcome memories of the pink healing scar on the smooth pale skin covering Erin’s left breast. I didn’t particularly care to look at other women’s breasts. I especially didn’t care to look at Erin’s, since she and I were disturbingly alike. Clearly Alex had a type, because we were both slender and athletic, with the dark hair, blue eyes, and pale skin of a Celtic maiden in a BBC drama. Alex, it had to be said, was not alone in having that type, because we both got plenty of attention from most men and some women. I was six inches taller than Erin’s 5’4”, able to look Alex and most other men in the eye, but other than that, we could have been sisters.

So all in all, I had not been pleased when Erin had shown me her breasts. I would have said that was from my jealousy and my deeply rooted heterosexuality. I had a suspicion some of my friends would tell me it was from deeply repressed lesbian tendencies. I was 99% sure that was the kind of liberal academic bullshit that won us so few friends and allies out in the “real world.” 1% of me thought it might be true. Realistically, I was probably a 1, maybe a 2, on the Kinsey Scale. But that was normal, right? And it didn’t matter anyway because I had Alex.  I would never have to dive into the anguish and heartbreak that was same-sex dating. If things worked out the way I hoped they would, I would never have to dive into the anguish and heartbreak that was any kind of dating ever again. Right? RIGHT?

“How is it different?” I asked. From Alex’s sudden look my way, I guessed that my voice had lost a lot of its former warmth and sympathy, and the underlying fear and anger was starting to show through.

“Erin wouldn’t miss work,” Alex said. “She’d cheat on me and leave me hanging, but she wouldn’t fuck around where work was concerned. That was the only thing she could ever be counted on to show up for.”

“Uh-huh,” I said. I resisted the temptation to point out that Erin couldn’t cheat on Alex now, since they weren’t together. I knew what he was trying to say. And I also knew that in his mind, maybe they always would be a little bit together. I told myself that was okay. After all, I had someone I’d always be a little bit together with too. I should be more understanding.

“Should we drive up to Salinas and check on her?” I asked.

Alex’s face relaxed into a relieved smile. “Yeah,” he said. “That’s a great idea.” He looked at his phone, checking the time and probably for any text notifications. “Maybe we should go ahead and go,” he said. “If you don’t mind. We can grab something on the way if you’re hungry.”

I was starving. I was also trying to put myself on a diet. “That’s okay,” I said. “Let’s check on Erin first, and then figure out what we want to do. Maybe she just has the flu and her phone died, or something. We can bring her some soup and hit up a restaurant in Salinas before heading back.”

“Great idea. And Rowena?” An expression that was equal parts grateful appreciation and shameful guilt crossed Alex’s face. “Thanks. I know this isn’t how you wanted to spend your summer, and especially not your last weekend here in California.”

“No problem,” I said. “Let’s get going.”
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ALEX WAS PAYING $1,500 a month for a crappy one-bedroom apartment amongst the strip malls, dollar stores, and fast-food joints on Casanova Avenue in Monterey. The only redeeming feature about it was that he had a ten-minute drive to work. Erin had inherited a detached house in Salinas, half an hour away. To my eyes, it was also a fairly crappy house, although admittedly nicer than anywhere I had ever lived. But property values on the California coast were so ridiculously high that even a two-bedroom, one-bathroom ranch-style house that looked like it could be blown away in a stiff breeze was worth a cool half million. It was one of the many strokes of good fortune Erin appeared to have gotten in her life. Too bad none of that stopped her from being a fucked-up mess. I guess money really can’t buy you love. Of course, my own experience was that virtuous poverty was no guarantee, either.

“I’m really fucking sorry,” Alex said for the third time as we drove north up Route 1, the highway that ran up most of California’s scenic but dangerous coast, in his piece-of-shit—his words—Nissan Sentra. 

I had offered to drive my own equally shitty Honda Civic, but Alex had said the hideous grinding noise that had emanated from the gear box the last time I had tried to shift into second in his presence had put him off it, and he wasn’t going to get into it again until I had it worked on. Then we had argued for a while about the advisability of me setting off on a cross-country drive in it on Sunday. The argument had ended in a truce when we’d both realized that neither of us had the money to get it fixed. I was just going to pray as hard as I could to whatever kindly disposed supernatural powers happened to be looking my way that I made it back to Georgia.

“There’s no need,” I reassured him. Again. I was getting pretty tired of this reassurance shit. I was starting to be haunted by the suspicion that I was being forced to make him feel better about his guilt for doing wrong by me. And I was starting to resent that, and that was making me feel guilty. I had imbibed enough of the expectations of saintly womanhood while living in Russia to feel bad about not being able to comfort my man when he was being racked by pangs of conscience for mistreating me. I should be all-forgiving, right? Or at least, I shouldn’t be so upset about this, right? All couples went through hard times, right? Getting through them and reaffirming your commitment to each other was part of what made you stronger. RIGHT?

I realized I had said RIGHT to myself at least six times in the past half-hour. I needed a distraction.

“Do you mind if I put on some music?” I asked.

“Go right ahead.” Alex sounded relieved to have an excuse to be generous. “Whatever you like.”

I brought out my phone and opened the music app. In a moment that even in my current funk I recognized as marvelously, gloriously ironic, Florence + the Machine’s “You’ve Got the Love” came on.

“What do you think is going on with Erin?” I said. Loudly, in order to drown out the lyrics about transcendent love.

Alex shrugged, his eyes fixed on the road ahead. “She’s been going through a rough patch right now.”

“That’s understandable,” I said, although in my heart of hearts, I thought that after three months, it was high time for Erin to pull herself out of her rough patch.

“It’s not just the...you know. Getting shot. It’s...well...some stuff might be getting out. Bad stuff. About her. About what she did. About what we did. In Iraq.”

“Uh-huh?” I said. I tried to think of a way to ask, delicately and sensitively, if this was about the torture program at the black site Erin, Alex, and Frank had all apparently been involved in. I didn’t know the details. I didn’t want to know the details. I’d spent a lot of time in my previous career in a human rights NGO working with torture victims. I could fill in the details pretty well myself. I would just substitute waterboarding, the US’s current preferred method of torture, for electrocution, the method favored by Russian forces.

Alex had confessed his involvement with this particularly unsavory aspect of the current War on Terror to me last semester. He’d said that he’d mainly been responsible for processing the paperwork, which I believed. He said he was tormented by guilt about it, which I also believed. Only a guilty conscience could make someone act as badly as he had towards me. He was now trying to seek redemption. Unfortunately, his attempts at seeking redemption had thus far not made either of us any happier.

“It’s...” He blew out a big breath. “It’s just so fucked up, Rowena. As you know. And...I fucking hate how it’s pulling me back into all that shit. I fucking hate that I’m spending your last weekend here in California chasing after Erin and dealing with our dirty past.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “It needs to be done.” In another moment of delicious irony, “I’m Not Calling You a Liar” came on. Jesus Christ. I was seriously starting to rethink my fondness for this album and for Florence + the Machine in general. But shutting it off now seemed too obvious. I would have to sit through it and hope that shuffle would choose something less apropos for the next song.

“Someone’s been digging stuff up,” Alex was saying. “Some fucking journalist. Why the fuck can’t they let things lie? Why the fuck do they have to go poking their noses into absolutely fucking everything?”

“Well,” I said. “You know. Accountability. Transparency. Freedom of speech. All that.”

“Yeah. Sounds great until it’s fucking aimed at you.” Alex slouched down in his seat, not looking at me. I couldn’t tell if he was in a general snit, or a specific snit aimed at me.

I had never been a journalist. But I had been engaged to one. Just like Alex had had a lightning-strike love with another person, so had I. Mine was with the Russian investigative journalist Dima Kuznetsov. Very good-looking. Very driven, especially when it came to exposing crime, corruption, and evil-doing. Maybe because there was a fair amount of crime, corruption, and evil-doing in his own backstory. So much, in fact, that he’d sent me away in order to keep me safe from all the darkness and danger that followed him around.

I had not been happy about that decision. But I hadn’t been able to do anything about it. Not only was Dima very, very, very fucked up, he always, always, always got his own way. Maybe that was why Alex’s problems had snuck under my radar at first. My dosimeter for troubled souls was set to such a high level that Alex had seemed normal and healthy. Sadly, that was turning out not to be true.

Anyway, I couldn’t tell right now if Alex’s anger at journalists was just because they were causing trouble for Erin, or from repressed jealousy of Dima. He’d told me several times that he didn’t begrudge me my past or resent Dima for the part he’d played in it. The first time we’d had that conversation, it had probably been healthy and smart. The next time had maybe been a little less healthy and smart. The last time we’d had it, which had been just yesterday after Dima had texted me in the middle of dinner and I’d stopped talking to Alex to answer him, should perhaps have been a major red flag.

“So apparently this journalist is planning to write, like, a whole fucking book on the US program of, well...” Alex said.

“‘Enhanced interrogation?’” I suggested, when he trailed off, unable to get the words out.

“Yeah. That shit. And somehow she found out about Erin, and now she’s all hot to talk to her. To get a ‘woman’s perspective’ on the issue, let her tell her side of the story. It sounds all fucking noble and great. But it’ll tear Erin apart. The whole thing...the whole thing was so...it was so...” 

He swallowed and scrubbed at his face, his hand rasping on the stubble that he hadn’t bothered to shave for the past couple of days. The slanting light of the setting sun made his light brown hair turn golden. It also lit up the gray patch on his cheek that had driven him to start shaving again last year, after half a decade of flirting with civilian scruffiness. But these past few weeks he’d stopped caring about that kind of thing. Shaving had been spotty at best. Meals had gone forgotten unless I reminded him. Laundry had only happened because I’d done it.

That made me mad, but it also made me want to lay my hand on his cheek and let the comfort flow from my skin to his. He was suffering, and I hated to see him suffer. I wanted to ride in on a white horse, my armor shining in the sun, and sweep him off his feet and carry him off into the sunset, to where he’d live happily ever after and never hurt again. 

I was aware that many people would tell me that was wrong. My involvement with fucked-up men had driven me to occasional dives into self-help literature, which had told me that wanting to save people when they were in pain was not altruism and nobility of soul, but a pathological sign of a troubled childhood. According to the gurus, instead of helping each other out, we’re supposed to pay professionals $50 an hour to polish us up so we can present nothing but our perfect selves to the world. 

Or in other words, we’re supposed pay strangers to tell us true love is a pathology and we need to learn to be more selfish. To me, it sounded like part of the American ideal of boring, sanitized, micromanaged, meaningless lives. Plus, my own savior fantasies combined both masculine and feminine gender roles in a way that probably meant I was supposed to declare myself to be nonbinary, or something. Too bad I was unequivocally 100% female, if currently wondering exactly where I fell on the Kinsey Scale.

But it was also true that my intense need to help others had gotten me into fairly biggish trouble on more than one occasion. And right now it looked to be well on the way to breaking my heart. Again.

“Erin was just in such a shitty position,” Alex said. “You know how it is. If a woman refuses to torture and kill, then she’s a girly-girl wimp who can’t be counted on. If she agrees to torture and kill, then she’s a monster, a hundred times worse than a man who does the same thing. It’s the old lose-lose.

“And it wasn’t like the people she was questioning were such angels. You hear all these stories about how the prisoners in Abu Ghraib and GTMO and so on were mainly innocent, and that’s true. And you hear all these stories about how they were decent, good-hearted people. And maybe they were—to other men. But to women they were monsters. Maybe they weren’t all terrorists, but to women, they were just about as bad. The female MPs who were guarding them—they’d come off shift shaking with fear and rage from all the rape threats and shit they were getting, all day, every day. And then they’d have to hide it from the men in their units, because admitting it would make them look weak. The only person they could tell was Erin. So she had good reason to want to hurt those men we were holding. I’m not saying what happened there was good. But I can understand why she did what she did.

“But if it all came out, you know what would happen. The men who gave the orders, and the men who carried them out, will get forgiven, and Erin will get crucified because she was the only woman and so she’ll have to shoulder all the moral burden and be the target for all the moral outrage, even though she was the most junior person involved. And she really wants to turn her life around, make up for what she’s done, and she needs a friend to help her out while she tries to do that, someone who at least has an inkling of what she’s going through. I can’t walk away from her right now, Rowena. Surely you understand that.”

“I understand that,” I said. And I did. It just didn’t stop me from being gnawed by jealousy.

My phone started playing “Kiss With a Fist.” Oh God. I’d never cared for this song about dysfunctional, abusive relationships. Now it seemed liked the shuffle algorithm was just playing with me.

The ping of an incoming text provided a welcome interruption. I checked my notifications. It was a message. From Dima.
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DARLING INNOCHKA, it said. Are you busy right now?

I glanced over at Alex. Then I wished I hadn’t. I was certain that my look had been furtive and guilty. But Alex was staring at the road ahead, deliberately, it felt, not catching my eye.

Why? I asked.

No reason. Just wanted to chat ))))

Are you back from the front? Dima had spent the past two and a half years reporting from the front lines of the war in the Donbass. His idea of proper war correspondence involved being actually under fire as much as possible. Last week he had reported from a series of firefights around the embattled city of Avdiivka (or Avdeyevka, as us Russian speakers would say). Then he had gone silent for several days. 

I had told myself it wasn’t because he’d been killed. I had also told myself it wasn’t because he was with Polya, the girl—she was apparently at least ten years his junior—a friend had set him up with, and who he kept talking about marrying. I had also told myself that him getting married should make me happy. That had maybe been the biggest lie I’d told myself so far.

Sort of. In Donetsk now. Thinking about going home.

Home to Moscow? I asked.

Yes. Mama’s not doing so good. They’re talking about a transplant.

Already? Galina Ivanovna, Dima’s mother and my almost-mother-in-law, had been suffering from increasingly severe kidney disease the
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