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			1

			Detective Royce

			One day missing

			Detective Royce was usually good at interviews but he was distracted, transfixed by the paper cup sitting in front of Banner. He knew he needed to peel his eyes off the wax-­bevelled edge but even in the dimly lit room he could see that the cup was shining with an ever-­so-­slight layer of lip gloss. A perfect halo. Royce’s mind whirred. He made a mental note, carefully removing his imaginary pen, scribbling in his fictive notebook, as if the lip-­gloss ring on this man’s cup was a great clue: that last slippery piece of evidence he would need to bring the missing girl home. He had to pull this off. Royce took a stabilising inhale and looked up, his eye catching the camera of the interrogation room; the cold cut glass of the lens, the demonic wink of the red light, the zigzag of the leering wall-­mount, all a reminder that he had to perform.

		

	
		
			

			2

			Valentine

			Valentine jiggled the handle. The hotel window was sealed shut. She couldn’t smoke a cigarette, dangle a baby over the ledge, or kill herself. There was absolutely nothing glam about the concrete Novotel in the centre of Prague. Ten years ago, a black car would have whisked her and Raul to the venue. Ten years ago, there would have been seared fish waiting patiently under silver domes and cold white wine humming in a nearby fridge. But now, standing in front of the hotel’s permanently closed window, Valentine was left to wonder if the room was made almost entirely from plastic so it could be hosed down or simply flushed.

			She was pacing, already wearing her black leotard and ripped tights, her long brown hair greasy and loose. She’d just finished doing her make-­up; heavy on the eyeliner. She was still skinny. Still muscly. And sometimes still compared to a Horses-­era Patti Smith. Valentine took a breath, then began throwing her voice across the room in a series of yodel-­esque scales that kept her throat able to hit all those dark notes they’d committed to when they were twenty-­something and more agile. The tour had started off bumpy. Their first gig in Lisbon had been cancelled because of low ticket sales but they had taken it in stride and gone out anyway, stuffing themselves on dementedly greasy tapas and two bottles of expensive red wine. It had felt like the old days.

			

			The truth arrived with the hangover, and the next show, in Porto, which also wasn’t full. Maybe it was still post-­pandemic. Maybe it was too hot. The summer’s heatwave. Everyone had gone to the beach. Excuses bubbled from the booker. From the bartender. From the few friends who had managed to show up. Barcelona had been good. Not packed but the energy was there, despite the crowd being noticeably less dancey.

			‘It’s cause we’re fucking ancient,’ Raul had laughed as they were taking their customary post-­set mezcal shots. Valentine let the burn of the shot trail down her throat, her mind spinning backwards to previous tours. They had always joked that, if they wanted longevity, they’d have to replenish the youth, because they knew, if young people ­weren’t there they were doomed. It made sense, electro-­clash was no longer cool, but they were a classic, a dance-­party staple. The best of indie sleaze. And for the past decade Raul and Valentine, as SEZME, had relied on their early-­aughts dorm-­room bangers to zap cusp-­Gen-­X elder millennials back to their youth.

			The phone rang. Valentine knew it was him two rooms over. She always knew when Raul called; they barely had to communicate. She knew when he was about to get sick. When he’d spoken to his mother. When he was hungry. All by the way the skin clung to his temples.

			

			‘What’

			‘Tonight’s cancelled.’

			Valentine said nothing.

			‘Angie called,’ Raul said, stating the obvious about their tour manager.

			‘Fuck.’

			‘You’re the one who always wants to stay in bed.’

			Valentine sighed, staring at the plasticky wallpaper.

			‘I’m taking a call, then going for a run.’

			‘Ugh,’ she clipped, annoyed at Raul’s new, post-­rehab insistence on dealing with stress in appropriate ways. ‘I’m going to order room service.’

			‘There’s a vending machine on the third floor,’ Raul said, slipping into a nasally accent, then hung up.

			Valentine tried the front desk anyway.

			‘Hi, room 548. Yes. Can I order a bottle of red wine?’

			‘Sorry, we don’t do room service, but there is a vending machine on the third floor.’

			Valentine clocked the nasally baritone Raul had imitated and felt a flicker of anger.

			 

			Was this her life? Stuck in some dump in Eastern Europe. Was the Czech Republic even a part of Eastern Europe? She imagined all the bored, low-­level business men who’d lain just as she was now, on the stiff bed. They probably knew if this was Eastern Europe or not. She reminded herself she wasn’t one of them. She was a rockstar. It was a word she hated. Rockstar. It always felt like an insult when someone said it. A taunt that showed up in Valentine’s own brain when something went wrong. Oh, the rockstar didn’t pay taxes on time. Ohhh, the rockstar has to go to the DMV. Valentine also knew that rockstars dried up like Sharpies. She thought of the members of KISS, with their slopped-­on make-­up unable to mask their pocked and wrinkled faces. And then, as if on cue she caught her own eyeliner in the mirror, and felt a ripple of disgust.

			

			Valentine took the elevator two floors down. There sat a fluor­escently lit glass and metal rectangle. A twist of cured meat, gum, bags of chips, tight packs of crackers ensconced in yellow plastic and deformed gummies in the shape of clowns. And at the bottom, as if by some miracle, four mini bottles of dusty screw-­top Tempranillo. Valentine bought all four, and the bag of clown gummies, because she felt like one of them. Or maybe she wanted to liberate her clown people from their sad bag, or maybe she wanted to eat herself, a meta-­clown binge for one.

			Valentine unlaced her boots and settled into bed, flicking the cap off the first bottle and tried calling Linh. The echoes of the rings on speaker bleated up towards the ceiling. No answer. She masked her sadness in a tug of wine. Usually, she mapped her tours by the women she fucked, and occasionally men if they looked enough like Sam Shepard. Each city was a planet living between someone’s legs. Three years ago in Bremen: the brunette in denim by the crook of the bar. Naples: the skinny girl with dimples and allergies. Valencia: the tall Australian with a tongue ring and an obsession with Goethe. Years later, she could still feel them all when she caught glimpses of the framed tour posters striped with city names that Raul kept in his hallway; her galaxies of warm-­breath trapped behind glass. But after these last mediocre sets, she hadn’t wanted to fuck anyone. She felt numb.

			

			Valentine tried Linh again. Linh would know how to comfort her; spit some joke about bedbugs and black lights and cheap hotels and new careers. Linh had always shown up when Valentine needed her: flying to Helsinki when she’d cracked her chin open onstage, getting her a lawyer when the visa issues had started, bringing her tom yum soup when she was sick. They had a twisted relationship. Every few months they would get drunk and make out under the cheap-­twinkling lights of gay bars in Kreuzberg and talk plans; garden–chickens–baby–house. On these nights Linh could unlock something in Valentine. She was the only one who could pull Valentine into the delusion of laundry detergent and overnight oats, domesticity. A life outside of cold drunk Berlin. And as their evenings unwound, they’d move from grimmer-­to-­grimmer bars, the ones that never closed, the ones that were never cleaned, their fantasy spinning sweeter and sweeter.

			Linh would have done it in an instant, figured out the mortgage, scheduled the in vitro appointments, called the contractors and stapled drop cloths over the doorways during renovations. But the truth was Valentine never wanted to settle. Her entire life she’d felt as if there was a snake in her stomach, something coiled and dark, that needed to be able to bolt at a moment’s notice. And so, without fail, after these sloshed nights of playing fantasy house, Valentine would disappear for a few days. Slide into her routine, going to the recording studio, purposefully not responding to Linh’s texts or the inevitable yellow emoji hearts and questions about dinner. Quietly, during her period of self-­isolation, Valentine would re-­erect the cold metal scaffolding that surrounded her heart. Now, after all these years, Linh understood. She knew to just enjoy the fantasy. And anyway, Linh now had a girlfriend named Bianca who was a good person with a good job and always responded to her yellow hearts with a string of green ones.

			

			Valentine tossed her phone to the end of the bed. She knew Linh was in Bochum, busy working on her play at the Schauspielhaus, but she still felt abandoned. She felt like the world had forgotten her. The rockstar. Trying not to look in the mirror, she removed her make-­up, then crawled back to bed, clicked her black painted nails across the screen of her phone and googled GAY BAR PRAGUE. She wanted more; to fill the empty tar pit opening beneath her feet. She should just go out. Find some girl.

			Instead, she turned on the TV. Everything was in Czech. Valentine considered switching to her laptop to be lulled by the soft sonic boom of Netflix loading, but to open her MacBook would mean she would be near her emails; and all the things she had been ignoring. Taxes. Invoices. Another letter to her lawyer about the visa mess. So, she reasoned, if she watched The Simpsons dubbed in a foreign language on TV, she was being in the now — one with her surroundings. Raul had been obsessed with the self-­helpy book; The Power of Now. He was constantly dishing quotes about how the past and future were irrelevant; but all his babbling had done was manage to reinforce Valentine’s drive to procrastinate, because if all you had was now, why the fuck would you work on your German taxes?

			

			Valentine flipped the channel to Storage Wars. An American reality TV show in which motley groups of sunburnt semi-­professional junk gamblers bid on abandoned storage units based on what they could see from the entrance. Were those cardboard boxes filled with silver candlesticks or mouldy photos? Was that Husqvarna lawnmower functional? It was quintessential America; value extraction at its crudest; panning for gold. A group of three sausage-­necked dudes bid $400 on a storage unit with a brass bed, fishing rods and a few grey boxes. As Valentine gorged on the gummy clowns, the men inspected the reels of the poles, then greedily tore open the boxes, bellowing in disgust at the piles of books which now lay at their feet. The camera panned over the mess, revealing a tantric yoga manual, a copy of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Diamond as Big as the Ritz, and a travel guide to Moscow. It was the details that were horrifying to Valentine. The abandoned dreams.

			A bald man with sunglasses on his forehead, as if a replacement hairline, bid $1,300 on a unit that had a visible flat-­screen TV. He ended up kicking a hole in the console because the TV wouldn’t turn on. Valentine was riveted. The indecipherable Czech dubbing didn’t matter. Numbers popped up as the men randomly quantified the value of the coffee-­maker, power tools, or tennis racket they were holding. It was all a little rockabilly; Valentine assumed maybe it was because the episode was set in California. Maybe it was all the hair gel. Or the tattoos paired with the melange of antiques. But she felt suddenly soothed as the show reminded her why she had moved to Europe; to escape the universe where everything, and everyone, seemed to spin uneasily on an access of value and worthlessness. At least in Europe there were safety nets. People didn’t need to be hoarders. People didn’t need to worry like they did in Anaheim.

			

			Twelve storage units, two episodes, and three mini bottles of Tempranillo later, Valentine was mildly drunk and the auctioneer’s assistant had just clipped the lock and thrown open a new door. This seemed to be a new season. A new location. The throng of potential buyers, more redneck than rockabilly, patiently took their turn inspecting the shit-filled cavern in-­front of them. Then she saw it. Her father’s neat, nearly cubic handwriting on a rectangular cardboard box labelled V’s Piano. Valentine sat up, no longer breathing as the camera panned right, revealing four stacks of clear boxes, the kind her father had always kept meticulously in the garage, the same kind which had housed gardening equipment, Christmas lights and leaf bags. Valentine could tell these were filled with her old clothes. She could see an orange hoodie she knew had a hole in it. Folded T-­shirts in kaleidoscopic colours from her youth. Her notebooks. She could even see the quilt her mom had made her, its turquoise and pink shimmering under the thick extruded acrylic.

			Valentine felt her entire stomach cinch. She strained to read the lips of the contestants. From the tense look on her face, Valentine assumed the blonde woman was telling her boyfriend-­husband-­meat-­loaf that he should not bid on the locker, but he was pointing to the cardboard box, the one wearing her father’s stern handwriting like a crown; V’s Piano, a Casio CT-­401. Valentine knew it was worth around $500, maybe more if the buyers knew SEZME’s first album had been hammered out on its sun-faded keys. She thought about calling Raul. She thought about calling Linh. But she couldn’t turn her eyes away from the screen, because now she could see it. It was Elkton, South Carolina. The Bo Jangles was just in view of the camera. This was the self-­storage unit on I-­95, just four miles from where she’d grown up, and she knew then, without question, that her father was dead.
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			Raul

			‘Are you worried she’ll lash out? Or hurt herself?’

			Raul shifted his weight on the hotel’s bed. ‘No, we both know it’s time.’

			‘So, she won’t see it as a – break-up?’

			‘I mean she also hates Berlin. And this tour is a mess. It’s like we’ve been on Erasmus for decades. And things run their course, right? I’m moving to New York. She’ll get to do what she wants – Greece, or Spain.’

			Molly nodded, half pixelated.

			‘What is Erasmus?’

			Raul paused, forgetting, as he often did, that Molly lived in Park Slope, and though an extremely good therapist she did not understand his euro slang, ‘It’s like foreign exchange, but for Europeans.’

			Molly made a little hmmph, then launched into a statement that was really a question. ‘In the past you’ve said Valentine can have a tendency to overreact.’

			

			Raul shot out a jet of air. She was referring to the vase. The red glass one that Valentine had thrown at Raul’s head when they’d gotten in a fight over a recording-­contract in Marseille. Raul had ducked and the flowers had landed at his feet like an opera singer at the end of an aria. The vase was obliterated by the wall. Valentine knew immediately she’d gone too far. She’d buckled over, frantically picking up the glass, her hands shredded in the process. Raul knew the blood was her apology, and it made him hate her. Raul watched, drunk, high, and silently as the floor splattered red. They never talked about it. The vase, and its aftermath, had only reared its head in the second year of therapy, as Raul was growing to understand that maybe things were complicated.

			‘I’m going to do it tomorrow, after lunch. On a walk.’

			‘Endings don’t have to be sad; they can also be celebrations.’

			‘Right.’

			After performing the perfunctory idiotic Zoom wave, Raul closed his computer and laced up his sneakers. Minutes later, a sweaty V formed down his back, which was periodically illuminated by a string of streetlamps. He was relieved the tour had been a disaster, but he knew he would miss the action. The electric moments onstage when the instruments rang out into the crowd like miraculous belltowers, a reminder that there was something greater. Some higher power, outside of time and reason. He would miss catching Valentine’s eye. That flicker of knowing, for this brief moment, that they were in control. It was the social parts he hated. The smiling before and after. The inane conversations. The inevitable dinner or drinks with whatever assemblage of friends had shown up to the gig. The forced sociality. The balancing of egos and backstories, high-­school friends overlapping with the appearance of an old producer or bassist at some too-­slow restaurant, and how he always felt obligated to pick up the bill.

			

			Raul flexed his neck, enjoying how it popped. Now that he was a runner everything had gotten easier. He also had stopped doing drugs since going to rehab, which helped. It wasn’t like a rehab rehab, it was a reset. It was Switzerland. He never saw bugs under his skin. He never OD’d in a shower, but it was unavoidable to fall into shitty habits when all you did was bounce between venues. Bad food. Too much drinking. It was the sound guys who always had the drugs, and Raul was the one who was there early to make sure everything was just right, and then these bros, with their ponytails and silver earrings in their too-­tight or too-­baggy pants, would inevitably whip out some slender vial and Raul just sort of never said no.

			The street curved up. He would end SEZME tomorrow. Twenty years of a lopsided life, lined with glory and grief. He had swum naked in hotel pools on every continent. He had signed tits. People had tattoos of his face on hairy calves and milky shoulder blades. On this earth, he was a small, albeit shimmering, idol. But he knew fame was caustic, mean and ecstatic, and Valentine and Raul had shared it all. They often said they would go insane if they had to do it alone. They couldn’t understand the popstars. The bus-­another-­bus-­plane-­another-­plane singers who did it solo. There were assistants and roadies, managers and make-­up artists, but they were all prostitutes. Paid to be there. Paid to love whomever was sitting in front of the lightbulb-­framed vanity. At least Raul and Valentine were in it together, united against the onslaught of the inevitable bullshit that came with releasing music.

			

			Raul knew Valentine wasn’t easy. She was stubborn. Childish. Liable to say something rude to a drummer or complain to a venue about something they couldn’t control. And he was molecularly tired of apologising for her. But she was his best friend. His partner. He tried to estimate how many meals they had shared. Thousands. Tens of thousands. Breakfasts in bed hungover. Cheap Indian in tinfoil containers at the studio. Their songs often started there, when they were relaxed; not trying. Raul always knew when it shifted, when Valentine meant it seriously. And the words would begin to fall from her mouth with a certain chaotic jangle, like coins from a cosmic change-­machine. Raul would scramble for a pen. A paper towel. The back of his hand. He could always pair instruments with those words. Keyboard and her voice. Framing those golden threads that glinted in the soot of so much unsaid.

			Raul’s phone rang, silencing the Madonna remix in his headphones. He stopped, took an inhale, and answered.

			‘So did you do it?’ Banner asked.

			‘Tonight’s show was cancelled and, like, I know V is pissed and probably already drunk. I’ll do it tomorrow.’

			Banner sighed. ‘You don’t owe her anything. We’re getting married. You have to establish your new priorities.’

			‘It just wasn’t right tonight, okay? I’ll tell her tomorrow.’

			‘You’ve been making excuses for months,’ Banner said, over the bassy roar of what Raul knew had to be Ocean, the seafood restaurant across from his bank.

			‘Just do it: you’ll feel better once you do.’

			‘Babe, I will.’

			‘I love you.’

			

			Banner clicked off. And suddenly, without warning, Raul burst into tears. He had wanted this for over a year. He had been preparing with his therapist. With Banner. With his astrologist who had suggested a series of dates, all which had now passed. Even with his parents, Chuck and Martina, whom he usually couldn’t be open with, but were annoyingly supportive of him stepping away from SEZME. He had been blaming delayed travel schedules. Bad rehearsals and shitty weather. But the truth was, he was afraid. No one knew Valentine like Raul did. And no one knew Raul like Val. She had wrapped herself around the double helix of his DNA, because she was the first to really see him.

			It happened in a glance in the college’s cafeteria. He had been all Belle and Sebastian back then. Floppy hair and an oversized knit sweater. Valentine, in her combat boots and leather jacket, had clocked him and asked him what he studied. He blurted music. So she asked him to come over to her dorm, to sit by her piano, an old Casio. And they had just started. Almost without talking, as if she had been prowling the universe for him. Their first song, Midnight Sun, was written that afternoon; they were young, and it was cheesy, but they both knew they had found raw ore. Valentine was smoking cloves, her low voice raspy, and something in that moment, in that thin Ohio light, had changed him.

			Before that afternoon Raul had been a dork. A WASP-­y gay kid from a tiny town in Minnesota who took piano lessons from the pig lady. Every afternoon since he was seven, Raul climbed the stairs of a house painted pink which sat, unfortunately, across the street from the middle school’s gym. The pink house was crammed with figurines, candles, clocks and pot holders; all pig shaped and many visible to the pre-­teens that inevitably leered past the large bay window. Ms Bailey, not pig shaped, was a rail-­thin drill sergeant with thick black hair and a baby-­grand piano standing at the centre of her living room. Ms Bailey loved Raul. He was her star. And poor Raul sat there, fuming at the obvious lameness of his passion as his hands danced with God-­given talent, while, only yards away, his fellow students cracked baseballs, and thunder-­tackled each other. In seventh grade he was dubbed pig-­boy due to the frequency with which he was seen exiting the pink house and it stuck through his second year of high school, until his parents moved to Minneapolis.

			

			High school was manageable. He had a few friends from band class but all he wanted was to get into Oberlin’s music program and get the fuck out of Minnesota. And even when he got there, to the rolling green campus, lit with the promising flames of a new life, it seemed like it was happening all over again. The curse of pig-­boy. He felt invisible until that day in the cafeteria. Somehow, Valentine had seen it; all the coiled meaning in his hands, his capability to twist chords from silence and his industrial drive to succeed. She needed him, and so her voice had become his, and now they were ‘famous’. On their twelfth and final tour.

			Raul began to run back towards the hotel. He was crying in part because Banner didn’t know pig-boy, and because to leave Valentine was to leave their youth, which, with both of them just over forty, had been stretched as far as it could. He desperately wanted to grow up. To leave Berlin, which felt like a fraying rope of nights, all twisted together, clubs and bars and drunk dinners. Maybe it was possible to live in Berlin and be an adult, but he had never figured it out. The gravity of the city still sent him out at night. It was like an itch. Knowing that at any point there was music blaring from speakers somewhere. Shirtless gay men sweating. He didn’t do drugs any more, but he still liked being there. Screaming over sound. Slowly drinking beers as the night unfurled across frozen cobblestone. In New York he could turn that part of him off. In New York he wanted to be consumed into the padded glow of the Carlyle hotel bar as piano stitched through the room.

			

			There was nothing punk about the all-­steel appliances and Italian furniture of Banner’s loft in Tribeca. Raul felt like he was relaxing into what, or whom, he truly was. Put together. And his grit, his fame, made Raul interesting to Banner’s friends and Raul liked being alternative. The veneer of grunge looked good in Lower Manhattan. He would move permanently in one month. They were getting married upstate at a rustic B&B on April tenth. Banner made enough money for the both of them, but Raul would probably get a job teaching music because he wanted his life to have meaning. He felt dizzy thinking about it. How everything was about to change.

			Banner and Valentine got along, but they were both possessive. They both wanted all of Raul. And they were both, oddly, from South Carolina, having grown up less than an hour apart. Raul wondered what it was about this particular breed of bossy Southerner that attracted him. It was always a matter of balance between the two, which he usually organised by geography: when he was in Berlin or on tour, he was Valentine’s, and when he was in New York, he was Banner’s – but that would all change now.

			

			Raul wiped his eyes, the sweat from his forearm drenching his brow. Despite reading The Power of Now twice, he would still wait till tomorrow to do it. Tomorrow, he was sure, Valentine would understand that the band had to end. She would probably be relieved. They would laugh about it. Maybe even reminisce, flipping through the file cabinet of inside jokes from tours past. Val might tell her favourite story about how she’d lost her voice and spent the band’s last thousand dollars on a steroid injection in Midtown from a doctor named Babs whose walls were plastered with photos of famous singers she’d artificially revived. The steroid injection lasted four hours. The concert was one of their best. Or maybe they would talk about the future, how they could find their way back to each other, he liked imagining them old and grey working on songs in some New Age senior home in Ojai. There would be so much more life. He knew it was like what Molly his therapist had said: it didn’t have to be sad.

			Just as he crested the hill, the Novotel glinting, he saw her talking wildly into her cell phone. He knew immediately something had happened. And in one wailing gesture, Valentine called out.

			‘He’s dead – Raul. My dad is fucking dead.’
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			Banner

			Banner was pretending to be on the phone. He was buying time. He was even lightly performing, nodding periodically, not that Raul would look out the window and check. He just didn’t want to go inside. He was frustrated to be sitting in the rental Audi outside of a lawyer’s office in Elkton instead of skiing in Jackson Hole, which had been the plan for months, but mostly he was annoyed it was another one of Valentine’s disasters. It was always some existential death. Some thyroid condition. Some root canal or tax meltdown. And Banner inevitably watched from the sidelines as Raul shifted into Valentine-­mode, catering to her inability to get even the most mundane task done. It was demented to him, how co-­dependent they could be. Banner knew that, obviously, the death of a father was more than a root canal, but because she always flipped out in a bombastic maybe-­I-­should-­kill-­myself way, this felt like another fire in a long line of char.

			But Banner was also sitting in the car, miming to his silent phone, because he was trying to figure out what to do about work. Two hours ago, while waiting for the luggage at the airport, he’d received an email from HR, asking for a meeting on Monday morning. Which meant only one thing. Jacob Blumhouse had fucked him over the Randal dinner. He knew he should be raging, he should be making phone calls, plotting the demise of his underling, but instead, he was oddly relieved, like some sort of split in the sky had opened up.

			

			Banner had been at the bank for sixteen years. Which meant he’d survived the financial crisis and the regular bloodletting of 5–10 per cent of the company just before the bonuses got hammered out. He was a shark with the good-­humoured charm of a Southern belle, and he made his clients money, which was all that really mattered. Apex was a smaller bank, which meant there wasn’t so much facetime expected, less meaningless internal mingling with other bankers, and he was able to focus on the job. And in doing so, he had climbed up to managing director. He was important, but he also cost the company $400,000 in base pay; then there were the bonuses on top. So, for Banner to stay profitable he had to keep his numbers extremely high, because the juniors, like Jacob Blumhouse, did essentially the same thing for a fraction of the price.

			All of which meant, he had a target on his back. There was nowhere for him to go but out. Once you got to the top you knew that. You had to just keep running. Keep everything fucking working. And most of all, you had to love money. As long as you were addicted to the swell of your bank account. To the cut of those cheques. And the way the line of zeros at the end of a number filled your sails with wind, and changed your relationship to time and space, then you were fine. You sprinted because you wanted to. You closed deals. You balanced your losses and you wined and dined your clients at ridiculous restaurants and took calls at all hours. And Banner had loved it, until monkeypox.

			

			Banner was superficial when it came to his hook-­ups. He liked abs and a nice, gym-­toned ass. He and Raul were long-­distance, and open, so he was always ready, with poppers and Ruinart in his fridge and lube by his bed. He was still unsure which, maybe the uncircumcised Belgian, but one of them gave him monkeypox and he ended up in the hospital for two weeks. He couldn’t tell the bank; he lied and said he’d herniated a disc and would be working from home. Everyone at Apex knew he was gay, but he never brought dates to company events. There were no framed photos on his desk. He never talked about Fire Island or his trips to Berlin. And he certainly didn’t want them knowing about the pus-­filled lesions on his thigh or the way the nurses at the hospital treated him like a leper. He would do this alone. He wouldn’t tell his brothers or his mother back in South Carolina. Or even Raul.

			They had only been dating for six months and were still keeping it fairly cool. They never made plans more than a month ahead. There were no real commitments, which was mostly at Banner’s insistence, because he liked life to be clean, efficient. Groceries were delivered. Reservations were always standing. And when Raul came to town Banner had a boyfriend, and when Raul left – he didn’t. Banner kept his loft impeccably neat, and if Raul would leave something from one of his trips, a T-­shirt, a pair of boxers, a book on Kant, he would pack it into a FedEx envelope and have his secretary send it off to Berlin. Which Raul at first found sweet, and, by the fourth or fifth time, absurd, and had begun making jokes about leaving things too big to fit in an envelope.

			

			Banner adored his loft. The only time he’d forgone Grindr was during the renovations; instead at night, he watched Architectural Digest videos curled in his bed. Imagining the rehearsed swing of his own door, and his cheery, butter-­cream response to the shaft of the camera pointed at his face: Oh, hi, AD. Or maybe a soft slap of a joke. Who invited you? And then he would proceed by flowing through the space, talking about symmetry, openness, the queer history of lofts in New York, while nodding to his triptych of Mapplethorpes in the foyer.

			But in the hospital bed with monkeypox, overlooking the East River, Banner tasted death. He was freezing, hooked to purring machines, and saw clearly for the first time this miraculous thing that had been on loan to him – life. He thought about all of the men before him. The ones who had died of AIDS in that same hospital wing. Banner let himself cry. He let himself feel the grief of every lonely gay man on this island of glass, steel, espresso martinis, and now, thankfully, Prep. On the sixth day, he decided to tell Raul. Over text. Too weak to talk.

			When Banner woke, Raul was stroking his hair, and his sticker-­covered suitcase was standing in the corner. He had gone straight to the airport. Bought a ticket at the desk like in the movies. Banner felt a softness he had never imagined, which he knew he wanted for ever. Tiffany rings. Matching cufflinks. Shuffling to the dry cleaner. Two old men at the opera. Raul stayed by his side until a week later when he was finally strong enough to leave the hospital. They took a taxi to Tribeca, and when the elevator opened to the loft, there sitting in the middle of the living room was a massive sparkling Steinway baby-­grand piano, which Banner had organised with his secretary to be delivered that very morning. Raul gasped. And Banner, gaunt-­faced, gave him a grin, and said, ‘Too big to fit in an envelope.’

			

			It was nearly 4 p.m. in Elkton. The sun was beating down, and Banner knew he should go inside to check on Valentine’s paperwork, but first he needed to respond to HR, confirm the meeting at the very least. Raul shot his head out of the law office’s glass door and motioned to him. Banner mouthed goodbye in his fake phone call, blasted an email, and got out of the car.

			‘He left her everything,’ Raul said as Banner stepped onto the white painted porch.

			‘I thought he hated her?’

			‘Well, the lawyer says he’d wanted to leave everything to the Republican party.’

			Banner snorted. Raul continued, ‘But he didn’t actually put any documents in order, so it all just goes to her. Can you look over it quickly?’

			Banner felt a flush of warmth at being needed.

			The office was wall-­to-­wall carpeted and drab, and an old man in a cheap suit sat at a desk where Valentine was now leafing through a stack of papers.

			‘So, V, what’d you get,’ Banner asked suddenly feeling the weight of the situation, and the presence of death; both bureaucratic and spiritual. He took a breath, letting all of his hardness from the parking lot dissipate.

			

			‘All of it,’ Valentine said.

			And that’s when Banner saw the plastic bag carrying Valentine’s bigoted father.

			‘Can you look at this?’ Valentine asked, shaking Banner from his mortality spiral.

			Banner nodded and started to read. There was some debt but she’d get the house, his truck, and the land.

			‘It looks all right: you just have to take on any of his debt. It seems straightforward.’

			‘So then let’s get the fuck out of here,’ Valentine said.

			The lawyer behind the desk grimaced at the word fuck. And with that, Valentine twirled her pen, picked up the keys to what was now her house in Elkton, and gruffly thanked her father’s miserable lawyer.

			‘Ms Riddle?’

			Valentine, already out the door, turned. The lawyer was looking down at the box on his desk. Raul, who was the closest, turned back and tucked it under his arm.

			‘Enjoy the hotel,’ the lawyer added, just as they were out the door, confusing everyone.

			When they got back in the car, the radio cranked on to Billy Eilish, filling the odd moment with her synthetic sadness.

			‘So?’ Raul said to Valentine, who was seated in the back.

			‘Let’s dump ’em,’ Valentine said, nudging the box.

			‘Where?’ Banner asked, already doing the mental calculus on the scenic places in Elkton, apt for the release of human remains. Didn’t it always have to be over a body of water? There was the stream at Holton Woods.

			

			‘Grumpy’s.’

			Banner took a second to register, then laughed, and thrust the car east. Raul shot Banner a confused looked.

			‘What’s Grumpy’s?’

			‘You’ll see,’ Valentine responded vaguely. Raul looked annoyed at being left out.

			Ten minutes later, Banner pulled into an ancient strip mall parking lot with only one neon sign lit up.

			‘You want to, do this – in a dive bar?’ Raul asked Valentine.

			Valentine nodded as she exited the car.

			Valentine ordered a pitcher, and they settled into a booth underneath a mammoth TV showing college basketball. Banner lifted his frosted mug and gulped. Raul was scanning the menu, debating whether to order fries. And Valentine’s eyes were now fixed on the TV, watching the ball as it shuttled across the varnished court. Banner took the opportunity to stare at Valentine; her hair was unbrushed, a wad of silver necklaces glistened above her ridiculously low-­cut tank top, and her tattoo, which said ANGST, which he knew meant FEAR in German, was fully visible below her collarbone. Valentine was an agent of chaos in Banner’s life. She was the mess, loud and aggressive and always showing up yelling in post-­set green rooms, drunk at dinners, and blurry in the background of his endless Facetimes with Raul – but seeing her so calm in the glow of this sports bar in Elkton was jarring.

			That they had grown up barely thirty minutes apart had always been something they joked about, but he’d never really let it sink in what it must have been like for this incandescent punk girl to have grown up here. Banner had been protected in the fold of his four Friday Night Lights football brothers, but she had been alone. And he felt a quiver of something, some comradery he had never appreciated; they had both been forced to claw their way out of the same place, and they had succeeded – they had just done it in extremely different ways.

		

	
		
			

			5

			Linh

			Linh needed to be at the airport in two and a half hours, but she was in a fucking rental van on the day’s third run to the dump. The fact that Linh was moving into her girlfriend Bianca’s house, emptying out her old apartment, and going to America all in the span of twenty-­four hours had seemed somehow manageable when she’d made the plan. She had been in Bochum in the middle of rehearsals when Valentine had called crying about her dad. It wasn’t rare for Val to call drunk. Or in tears. Especially on this disaster of a tour, but Linh had gotten better at not answering, at constructing boundaries and sticking to them. Bianca had helped. But Linh had heard the urgency piercing Val’s usual thunder and knew she had to be there. Val had no family now. Not that Val ever liked her dad – but some coil had been cut, and now Val was floating in space, and Linh was the one who always knew how to bring her back to the asphalt of reality. She had no choice but to fly in for the funeral.

			As Linh pulled up to the neatly arranged bins at the dump, she parked, then lugged the white Ikea desk up the steel stairs of the one demarked for scrap-­wood. Was the desk actually made of wood? Linh wasn’t sure. It was some composite of youthful indifference and Swedish adhesive. As she climbed up the final steps she closed her eyes, and imagined every word she’d typed sitting at that desk. Every line of dialogue. Every thought she’d transferred from the grey folds of her brain to the bright bleating page. She knew there was barely time for sentimentality, but she was peeling off the last layers of the era, and she would at least say a small thank you to the desk. Linh bowed her head, then heaved the object into the mouth of the container.

			

			This is what happens in Berlin. An apartment once inhabited by four to six roommates who shared joints, colds, lentils and cleaning responsibilities slowly dwindled until there was a landgrab. One of the roommates would kick those remaining out; usually by moving in their significant others, and raising the Clorox flag of normal society. Bills paid on time. One name adorning the once hyphen-­spangled mailbox. This was usually a welcomed transformation by the neighbours. This was progress, laced with the undercurrent of gentrification, matcha lattes, prams, and Bikram yoga. Bianca had for the past decade lived with a rotating cast of students, social workers, artists, massage therap­ists, writers and actors on Wrangelstrasse, and after the last of the original tenants, Joerg, took off for a year of studying butoh in Japan, Bianca took the opportunity to take over. Linh would move in.

			The apartment was huge, five rooms interconnecting through wooden doors with gold handles, all haloed with the grime of years of hosting separate lives. Now Linh would have an office, so would Bianca. They would have a weekly shopping list and not worry about if they’d left the nice bottle of wine out or if someone’s friend’s cousin was crashing on the couch. It was relieving to Linh. Everything was finally falling into place. Bianca was Italian-­German, with black hair and warm thighs, who worked for a clean energy NGO. Linh had a play touring three festivals that summer. She was on the verge of being successful in the niche but respected world of German theatre. This was a moment she should savour. Standing at the dump’s parking lot, slightly high from tossing the desk, the final totem of her past, Linh took a breath, then got in the truck and tore back to Wrangelstrasse, where her bags were already packed.

			

			Linh showered, running the shampoo bar over her shaved scalp. She felt giddy, as she always did, when she was about to see Valentine. She towelled off and, without thinking, even though it had been years, checked the scars from her top surgery; they had healed into two sanguine smiles on her chest. She always felt reassured by them. Another promise that everything would be okay. She dressed, and left a note for Bianca. I love you. And am so happy to finally be home. Something tugged in her stomach as she stood in the foyer of the apartment so recently hollowed
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